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ABSTRACT 
A Qualitative Study of the Positive Transformation of Public High School Cultures as 
Perceived by Administrators, Teachers, and Classified Staff Members 
by Amy L. Besler 
Purpose: The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to discover the 
factors which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public high 
school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, teachers, and classified staff.  
An additional purpose of the study is to determine what similarities and differences exist 
between the perceptions of administrators, teachers, and classified staff.   
Methodology: The researcher identified comprehensive public high schools within the 
state of California where measurable growth in positive perceptions of school culture had 
been achieved within the preceding two to four years.  Of this target population, six 
schools were identified, through which the researcher conducted individual interviews 
with each principal and focus group discussions with separate groups of six to eight 
teachers and six to eight classified staff members at each school site.  Additionally, the 
researcher participated in observations at each school site and gathered artifacts to 
support the data garnered through the interviews and focus group discussions. 
Findings: Participants recognized trust, relationships, and shared values as the 
fundamental components of a positive school culture.  Principals perceived shared 
leadership and decision making as vital, while teachers and classified staff members 
responded strongly to the inspiring vision of a passionate school leader.  Classified staff 
members also responded strongly to the importance of communication within the 
organization. 
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Conclusions: Cultural change efforts require time, patience, empathy, and willingness to 
engage in conflict and honest discourse.  Additionally, schools with strong, positive 
culture create an environment that is student-centered, feels like home/family, and values 
all stakeholders as equally important.  All decisions, goals, and plans are rooted in the 
shared values of the school community, which are communicated constantly in various 
ways. 
Recommendations: School leaders hoping to positively shift their cultures must engage 
all stakeholders in the development of shared values, implement structures that facilitate 
the building of relationships, celebrate risk-taking and small wins, demonstrate and 
inspire trust, and develop methods to assess and constantly reassess the aspects of their 
schools’ cultures in order to spark a call to action that will resonate with stakeholders. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
 Culture within America’s public schools has been extensively studied, particularly 
within the past decade, as researchers have sought to uncover the cultural components 
which most significantly impact student achievement (Senge, 2012).  Similarly, the 
American high school has been dissected over the past century, through the numerous 
philosophical shifts and changing societal needs as they relate to the core values of 
American culture: freedom, equality, justice, and diversity (Hollins, 2008).  The 
American dream itself, a “significant and unique strand in the fabric of American 
culture,” (Barr, 2013, pp. 203-205) imbued with the rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness, exist through a “deep and inseparable bond” (Barr, 2013, pp. 203-205) with 
public education.  Bazanos (2015) notes the past century’s shift within the American 
educational system from the “individualistic, isolated age” (p. 1) to a “collaborative, 
interconnected 21st century era” (p. 1).  Yet research also shows that the perception of 
America’s public schools as “the great American melting pot” (Barr, 2013, p. 205) lends 
itself to entanglement with “confusion, controversy, and anger” (Barr, 2013, p. 205).  A 
complex history meets a time of immense change, necessitating the delving into the 
various historical and cultural factors and perspectives at play.  
The American public school system predates the 20th century, when it existed as 
an avenue of America’s advantaged and indoctrination platform for America’s 
newcomers (Jeynes, 2007).  Spring (2016) notes the goals of public education in the late 
1800s as including the “Americanization of immigrants, training a labor force for 
industrialization, reforming urban areas, promoting family life and child care, and 
providing food and medical care” (p. 6).  In 1899, John Dewey published The School and 
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Society, which presented a new philosophy of education that included a child-centered 
focus with the child’s interests and educational desires as key elements of the curricular 
direction (Jeynes, 2007).  With over a century of public education since that moment, 
Hampel (2014) urges that “in a field affiliated with amnesia, educators too often forget 
the enduring insight of previous generations” (p. xiii).  In Chapter II, the history of public 
education in America and its changing purposes, dominant philosophies, and trends over 
time will be dissected in detail. 
Parkhouse and White (2016) define school as a “place where people gather for the 
exploration and process of learning about the self and the universe” (p. 48).  Additionally, 
the purpose of school centers on the notion of providing the “conditions for growth and 
life” (Parkhouse & White, 2016, p. 49) under the assumption that we believe “all young 
people have futures” (Parkhouse & White, 2016, p. 49).  Friedman and Mandlebaum 
(2011) identify public education as one of the “five pillars of prosperity,” (p. 36) along 
with infrastructure, immigration, research and development, and regulation of private 
economic activity.  When the concept of the comprehensive, or differentiated, high 
school came into existence in the early part of the 20th century, fewer than 10% of 
students graduated from high school; by the mid-century, that number rose to 60% and 
then soared to 75% by 1970 (Noddings, 2015).  In 2000, 85% of high school students 
graduated and 63% of them enrolled in college, compared to the 2% of high school 
graduates who enrolled in college in 1900 (Friedman & Mandlebaum, 2011).  This being 
the case, the “factory model approach” to education that has dominated the last century 
cannot, by design, “meet the instructional and learning needs of an individual student.  It 
can only hope to reach the middle learning and achievement ground of the majority of 
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students” (Grover, 2014, p. 17).  This middle learning has contributed to a reality of 
American high school students falling behind their peers in other countries. 
Friedman and Mandlebaum (2011) note that American 4th graders perform well 
on standardized international tests in math and reading, as compared to their peers in 
Finland, Korea, and Singapore, but by the time they reach high school, they lag behind in 
these same areas.  The context of education, in the United States and elsewhere, has 
changed in important ways, including the “pace of knowledge, worldwide 
interdependence, economic stress and social uncertainty, technological change, and 
frustration with the quality of education” (Senge, 2012, pp. 10-13).  Kegan and Lahey 
(2001) warn that “we are the most over informed, under reflective people in the history of 
civilization” (p. 234).  Multiple surveys of United States business leaders note their 
complaints that the majority of job applicants are ill-equipped to solve complex 
problems, communicate effectively, or work in teams (Martinez & McGrath, 2014). 
Additionally, the United States recently ranked 24th of 34 nations in mathematics literacy 
and 11th in reading literacy (Martinez & McGrath, 2014).  Of the members of the high 
school graduating class of 2013, only 38% are proficient in reading and only 26% are 
proficient in math, yet simultaneously, grade point averages are rising (Martinez & 
McGrath, 2014).  Over the past 20 years, the United States has “failed to address our 
biggest problems -- education, deficits and debts, and energy and climate change” 
(Friedman & Mandlebaum, 2011, p. 9).  Friedman and Mandlebaum further this assertion 
by noting that, compared to other countries that outperform the United States in 
education, we “do very little to measure, develop, and reward excellent teaching”  
(p. 118).  
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Muhammad (2009) highlights the reality that foreign competition, especially in 
the areas of technology and science, has increased substantially and, as corporations 
struggle to find educated and skilled workers, they are “looking to the shores of foreign 
nations more and more” (p. 7).  Deresiewicz (2014) asserts that the problem lies in the 
fact that students have been taught that education equates to “doing your homework, 
getting the answers, and acing the test.  Nothing in their training has endowed them with 
the sense that something larger is at stake.  They have learned to be a ‘student,’ not to use 
their minds” (p. 13).  Friedman and Mandlebaum (2011) agree, in that, “with the world 
getting more hyper-connected all the time, maintaining the American Dream will require 
learning, working, producing, relearning, and innovating twice as hard, twice as fast, 
twice as often, and twice as much” (p. 111).  Deresiewicz (2014) takes this charge a step 
further in stating, “We talk about national competitiveness, the 21st century labor force, 
technology and engineering, and the outlook for our future prosperity, but we never talk 
about the premises that underlie the conversation” (p. 77). 
In fact, we neglect the fact that the makings of a happy life and good society are 
not self-evident and are surely not an exclusive result of acquiring more money 
(Deresiewicz, 2014).  Friedman and Mandlebaum’s (2011) vision includes young people 
who are “creative creators and creative servers,” with the idea that students need to not 
just bolster their basic skills in reading and mathematics, but they also need to be inspired 
to “start something new, to add something extra, or to adapt something old in whatever 
job they’re doing” (p. 111).  Ultimately,  
all the values that once informed the way we raise our children -- the cultivation  
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of curiosity, the inculcation of character, the instilment of a sense of membership 
in one’s community, the development of the capacity for democratic citizenship, 
let alone any emphasis on the pleasure and freedom of play, the part of childhood 
where you actually get to be a child -- these are all gone. (Deresiewicz, 2014, p. 
50) 
While character education has been a goal of the American education system 
since its inception, the “intense focus on high-stakes testing ushered in by the No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001, pushed character education to the back burner in many 
American schools” (Seider, 2012, p. 1).  More recently, the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS), the newest and most sweeping of all the reform efforts to gain traction 
over the past several decades, have “ushered in a new model of learning that reflects the 
times in which we live and puts at the center of education the goal of teaching for deep 
understanding” (Martinez & McGrath, 2014, pp. 7-8).  The CCSS “challenge teachers 
and students to really know their content, to go beyond rote learning and to use the higher 
order thinking and reasoning skills that characterize a quality education” (Randle-
Robbins, 2016, p. 168).  Additionally, these new standards, adopted by 42 states, 
emphasize collegiality, cooperation, teamwork, communication, and social skills 
(Noddings, 2015).  This educational shift also brings heightened emphasis on skills and 
knowledge for college and career readiness, including academic knowledge, technical 
skills and knowledge, and employability skills and knowledge (Stone & Lewis, 2012). 
However, as Kessler and Snodgrass (2014) recognize, “If we want teachers to devote 
themselves passionately to student learning -- and students to achieve all they can -- we 
must first ensure that both students and teachers want to be at our schools” (p. 60).  
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Background 
 Gardner (2008) cites two legitimate reasons for undertaking new educational 
practices: current practices are not actually working and/or conditions in the world are 
changing.  Grover (2014) adds that “for many years, the catalyst for change has come 
from outside the education establishment” (p. 20).  Additionally, to “inspire systems to 
change, politicians and business leaders have worked to influence and create -- for good 
or bad -- public education policy, with the hope that their efforts would bring about better 
results in public education” (Grover, p. 20).  Yet, school success is “not a product of the 
optimal structure or ideal leadership style, but an outcome of multiple and ongoing 
actions of many actors accomplished over time and space” (Tubin, 2015, p. 644). 
Parkhouse and White (2016) assert that the “gold standard” (p. 114) occurs when both 
students and staff are mentored by key people in their lives who can make the difference.  
High-performing school districts share four key capacities: (a) core processes 
(widely-shared goals, instructional expertise, data, and evidence); (b) supporting 
conditions (improvement plans, professional development, and alignment of policies); (c) 
relationships (collaboration within and outside of the district); and (d) leadership at both 
the district and school levels (Leithwood & Seashore-Louis, 2011).  Many 21st century 
schools now embody the new 3 Rs of education: (a) rigor (expecting more of students and 
challenging them; (b) relevance (making concepts meaningful); and (c) relationships 
(knowing students as individuals and providing personal and educational support (Stone 
& Lewis, 2012).  The totality of factors and players within a school environment or larger 
system coalesce to create a learning environment that either meets the tremendous 
challenges its students face or does not.  
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Variables Impacting High School Culture 
A variety of factors contribute to the cultures that exist within each high school 
setting. Some of these factors vary between schools and communities, relative to the 
specific circumstances that exist.  Other cultural variables are endemic to the high school 
population itself.  The number of variables that impact a high school culture are too great 
to quantify; this section provides a brief overview of a few of the fundamental variables 
which, according to the literature, significantly impact this educational setting and the 
students who exist within it.  
Socio-economic factors and achievement gaps. Friedman and Mandlebaum 
(2011) caution of the need for American public education to close two achievement gaps 
-- the gap between Black, Hispanic, and other minority students and White students on 
standardized reading, writing, and math tests as well as the gap between the average 
American student and the average student in many industrialized countries, including 
Singapore, Korea, Taiwan, Finland, and most developed parts of China.  Compounding 
this issue, students who “lack adequate support structures and previous positive 
experience” (Haraway, 2012, p. 78) are more likely to engage in behaviors that have 
“allowed them to survive in the past” (Haraway, 2012, p. 78).  High schools are typically 
stratified by the social class background of the students who attend them (Cookson, 
2013).  Hays (2013) recognizes that “demography is not destiny -- school-based 
leadership can catch students up academically interdependent of their race or 
socioeconomic status” (p. 79).  Peterson (2014) adds that, in order for the achievement 
gap to close, the student-centered culture must expect high achievement for all students 
and must be willing to provide the supports necessary for this to occur.  Additionally, 
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finding a sense of place or belonging is important to individuals regardless of age, but for 
poverty-level students, finding a place of acceptance and belonging is a “vital 
prerequisite to effective learning” (Barr, 2013, p. 65).  Boyte (2015) adds, after 30 years 
of research in high schools, that “great school culture can exist regardless of community 
type, poverty levels, and school size” (p. 4).  Closing achievement gaps requires 
“dedicated, invested, passionate leaders” (Hays, 2013, p. 77).  This understanding is 
illustrated through a study on schools where achievements gaps were significantly 
narrowed; in each case, the leaders “strongly believed the gap could be closed” (Peterson, 
2014, p. 462).  
The high school setting and adolescent population. The American high school 
is uniquely designed for “creating collective memories” (Cookson, 2013, p. 109) through 
the adolescent need to belong to a status group and share experiences and emotional 
intensity with others.  In this venue, students go through their rites of passage together 
and learn to share the same public voice (Cookson, 2013, p. 109).  In fact, research 
indicates that the “institutional life of schools is based on intense emotional interactions 
and relationships, which deeply affect adolescents’ emerging identities” (Cookson, 2013, 
p. 107).  However, when one peers “beneath the façade of affable confidence and 
seamless well-adjustment that today’s elite students have learned to project,” 
(Deresiewicz, 2014, p. 8) one often finds “toxic levels of fear, anxiety, depression, 
emptiness, aimlessness, and isolation” (Deresiewicz, 2014, p. 8).  
One of the unique aspects of high school culture lies in the need of adolescents for 
greater autonomy in addition to increased desire for active involvement in decision-
making; additionally, teenagers identify more closely with peer groups and often 
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prioritize peer interactions over academics (Flannery, Frank, Kato, Dorren, & Fenning, 
2013, p. 272).  Furthermore, at the high school level, the faculty are composed of a 
“much larger and more diverse array of teachers who are organized in departments or 
small schools that often function rather independently and with a fairly high degree of 
autonomy” (Flannery et al, 2013, p. 271).  Somehow, schools seems to inadvertently go 
to great efforts to “circumvent the teenage craving to be part of society” (Levin & Engel, 
2016, p. 40) by keeping them all day in buildings where they are only with other people 
their age, or professionals trained to interact with them, thereby isolating them from the 
“world they yearn to enter” (Levin & Engel, 2016, p. 40).  This reality is compounded by 
the fact that the goals presented to students are often unrelated to their own desires and 
aspirations; as a result, the desire to please teachers, get good grades, receive accolades, 
and rank high among their peers serve to “further disconnect students from their own 
visions” (Senge, 2012, p. 28).  
Demerath’s (2009) research indicates that high school students spend much of 
their days in a “state of spectatorship,” (p. 182) followed by highly concentrated school 
work done at home, resulting in fatigue, stress, and less time spent with family or 
engaged in community activities.  A survey of 600 high schools students discovered that 
the majority of adolescents find school boring, with little relevance to their lives and 
desire personalized learning environments that are created for them, not for the adults or 
extra-curricular activities or programs (Grover, 2014, p. 18).  Levin and Engel (2016) 
summarize this reality by stating that “high school has become something like a waiting 
room at a train station, a place for kids to hang out and pass the time on their way to 
somewhere else ostensibly more important, desirable, and interesting -- adulthood” (p. 1).  
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 Emotional and physical safety. Researchers also know that “when children 
attend a school where they feel valued, confident, and happy, their brains release 
endorphins, which benefits their learning” (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2016, p. 43). 
Throughout the first decade of the 21st century, high-poverty schools in 20 states have 
become high-performing by focusing on “value-added” education that emphasizes 
“students’ social and emotional growth” (Barr & Gibson, 2013, p. 2).  In a 2012 study on 
student safety, researchers found a statistically significant correlation between a lack of 
student safety, as perceived by the students, and school violence (Barnes, 2012).  For 
example, youth who are bullied are at a greater risk to engage in delinquent behaviors 
themselves (Hinduja & Patchin, 2012).  Combating bullying involves the development of 
adolescents’ strengths and competencies, character, social connection, and ability to care 
about and contribute to society (Hui, Tsang, & Law, 2011).  Researchers have discovered 
that “if the climate at school is positive, it will foster and convey a general sense of 
hope… that the student has a bright future… that the difficulties of adolescence can be 
eased with the help of adults at school” (Hinduja & Patchin, 2012, p. 101).  Hopefulness 
and connection with adults are seen throughout the literature as factors which positively 
impact school culture and student engagement and achievement. 
Gruenert and Whitaker’s 12 Aspects of School Culture 
 Based on decades of research on organizational cultures and leadership within 
schools, Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) developed a system of assessment of a school’s 
cultural elements on a continuum from “toxic [to] balkanized [to] contrived collegial [to] 
collaborative” (pp. 67-69) (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 
 
The 12 Aspects of School Culture 
 
Student achievement Collegial awareness 
Shared values Decision making 
Risk taking Trust 
Openness Parent relations 
Leadership Communication 
Socialization Organizational history 
Note. Adapted from “School Culture Rewired: How to Define, Assess, and Transform It,” 
by S. Gruenert and T. Whitaker, 2015, pp, 67-69. Copyright by ASCD. 
 
 Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) propose that assessing a school’s culture relative to 
these 12 aspects allows the organization to identify strengths and weaknesses and develop 
a plan for positive change.  
Defining Positive Culture 
 Desravines, Aquino, and Fenton (2016) note that school culture is “the essential 
foundation on which effective schools are built” (p. 99).  Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) 
recognize that culture is a framework for solving problems, rather than a problem that 
must be solved.  Research indicates that “building a positive community and school 
climate is a crucial but often overlooked step in school improvement” (Kessler & 
Snodgrass, 2014, p. 60).  These elements have a dramatic impact on employee 
productivity, which ultimately impacts student learning (Robbins, 2015).  Haraway’s 
(2012) study on school culture notes the importance of establishing rapport, building and 
maintaining healthy relationships among stakeholders, and possessing a willingness to 
learn from mistakes, forgive one another, and move forward toward common goals. 
Culture versus Climate 
 Many descriptions of the differences between culture and climate exist within the 
literature.  Portner and Collins (2014) explain that “climate describes the most transient 
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qualities of collective school relationships, such as describing the energy of the staff on 
any given day” (p. 89).  Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) compare climate to the school’s 
attitude and culture to its personality.  Robbins (2015) describes the differences in this 
way, “Climate is how the workplace feels and culture is the way we do things around 
here” (p. 111).  Hinduja and Patchin (2012) explain that “a school’s climate is 
inextricably tied to the educational mission of the school and strongly affects perceived 
and actual safety on campus” (p. 20).  Climate is recognized as including the social 
atmosphere, the feel of the school, the quality and consistency of interpersonal 
interaction, and the feeling or tone within the organization (Hinduja & Patchin, 2012). 
Research indicates that a “welcoming, cooperative and trusting climate can insulate 
schools from a variety of problems and lead to greater student success” (Hunduja & 
Patchin, 2012, p. 15).  It is also noted that school climate is more easily influenced by 
school leaders than the deeply-engrained elements of the school’s culture, which take 
greater time and collective effort to influence (Alexander, 2012, p. 18).  
Definitions of Culture 
 A standard definition of culture notes the importance of the elements of tradition, 
expectation, norms, mores, and established routines within the organization (Portner & 
Collins, 2014).  Stripling (2015) adds the factors of behavior, attitudes, and beliefs to this 
definition.  Fraise and Brooks (2015) recognize that school culture also includes the 
“formal and informal dynamics related to espoused and hidden curricula, instructional 
strategies, administrator-teacher-staff-student interaction, language, communication, and 
policy development and implementation” (p. 11).  Ritchhart (2015) explains that “to 
understand the culture of a school or classroom, we need to look at the story about 
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learning each is telling” (p. 21).  These expressions reflect the feelings and perceptions 
people experience in the school setting (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2016).  In terms of 
observation, Desravines et al. (2016) note that “you can get a sense of a school’s culture 
from the ways adults speak to each other and to students, the ways students are 
disciplined, and the ways students talk about their ability to complete challenging 
assignments” (p. 99).  
Relationships 
Relationships exist within a school environment in many forms, including 
dynamics among staff, students, and families.  Randle-Robbins’ (2016) research on 
engaging staff productively to maximize student achievement emphasizes the importance 
of investing in the human capital within the school.  Taking this notion a step further, 
research indicates that, in order for the adults on campus to learn, grow, and take risks, 
they must feel that failure is acceptable, if not welcomed, as a means of improvement 
(Desravines, Aquino, & Fenton, 2016, p. 240).  This sentiment is echoed by Beaudoin 
and Taylor (2015), who discovered that “significant collaboration can only happen when 
people are connected… collaboration occurs within the shadow of connection” (p. 120). 
Perhaps Tschannen-Moran (2004) expressed this concept most succinctly, “The work of 
schools happens primarily through relationships” (p. 7).  Unlocking the relational factors, 
elements, and needs within a school is widely noted in the literature as a fundamental 
way to assist the school’s leaders in impacting the culture, and student success, for the 
better. 
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Cultural Change 
 The nature of organizational change and processes involved are complex in the 
best of circumstances.  The change process itself includes three phases: (a) mobilization, 
(b) implementation, and (c) institutionalization, which may take years to reach (Robbins, 
2015).  M. Fullan and DuFour (2013) note that “effective change involves developing an 
engaging process that draws people into something that the vast majority of the people 
find worthwhile” (p. 33).  Beaudoin and Taylor (2014) further caution that any 
meaningful change must occur both from the top of the organization down and from the 
bottom of the organization up, simultaneously.  Organizations must consider the right 
drivers of change, which include “capacity building, collaborative effort, pedagogy, and 
systemness” (M. Fullan, 2014, p. 25) as opposed to the wrong drivers: “accountability, 
individualistic solutions, technology, and fragmented strategies” (M. Fullan, 2014, p. 25). 
M. Fullan and DuFour (2013) caution regarding the difficulties inherent to true cultural 
change, noting that it necessitates significant adjustments to established practices, tends 
to create conflict, is multi-faceted in nature, incorporates trial and error, and is a never-
ending process.  Furthermore, change is “not linear.  For some, change brings a sense of 
loss -- loss of familiar ways of doing things, established norms -- triggering powerful 
individual or collective emotions” (Robbins, 2015, p. 142).  Ultimately, “adaptive 
change” requires a “fundamental change in the way educators think and feel about their 
work” (Lassiter, 2012, p. 78).   
Cultural Shifts: Employee Roles and Stakeholder Engagement 
 Employees in every organization, and at every level, need to know that “at the 
heart of what they do lies something grand and aspirational” (P. Lencioni, 2012, p. 82).  
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Yet, 75% of Americans describe their jobs as “stressful” and 60% of workplace 
absenteeism is caused by stress (Crowley, 2011).  School employees often fall victim to 
the “sacrifice syndrome -- a vicious cycle of stress and sacrifice, resulting in mental and 
physical distress, burnout, and diminished effectiveness” (McKee, Boyatzis, & Johnston, 
2008, p. 32).  S. Sinek (2014) attests that “stress and anxiety at work have less to do with 
the work we do and more to do with weak management and leadership” (p. 28).  
Additionally, recognizing that individuals with whom we work care about our 
feelings causes our stress levels to decrease (S. Sinek, 2014).  P. Lencioni (2012) adds 
that “more than anything else, values are critical because they define a company’s 
personality and provide employees with clarity about how to behave, which reduces the 
need for inefficient and demoralizing micromanagement” (p. 91).  In a study of over 1500 
teachers and 50 principals, teachers who reported higher levels of extrinsic job 
satisfaction also reported higher levels of perception of principal behavior in areas that 
involved positive interaction, feeling supported, and instructional knowledge (Evans, 
2016).  
 Lawrence-Lightfoot (1983) notes that, in good high schools, students are treated 
with “fearless and empathic attention by adults” (p. 25) and that teachers know individual 
students well and are knowledgeable about adolescence as a developmental period.  
Senge (2012) contends that there are three “nested systems” at play within an educational 
environment: the classroom, the school, and the community, which “interact in ways that 
are sometimes hard to see but that shape the priorities and needs of people at all levels” 
(p. 16).  Almost all high schools draw their students from a pool of families that share 
very similar characteristics; generally, families want their class cultures to be 
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incorporated into the classrooms and cultures in the schools their children attend 
(Cookson, 2013).  Hays’ (2013) study of four Boston, Massachusetts, charter high 
schools identified three key dimensions of effectiveness: (a) high expectations of student 
performance, (b) a shared mission and vision by all faculty and staff, and (c) a safe 
learning environment.  Piotrowsky (2016) adds that “one important factor that was found 
in high poverty, high achieving schools was a clearly defined goal of high expectations 
for teachers and students” (pp. 77-78).  
Leadership and student success are a product of communal values as well as 
shared professional practices and collegiality (Hays, 2013, p. 54).  Along these lines, 
“successful, inclusive schools have leaders who share decision-making power, lead by 
example, and promote peer learning in a supportive environment” (McCarley, Peters, & 
Decman, 2014, p. 335).  Fraise and Brooks (2015) urge that “if teachers within the school 
do not consider themselves to have a culture, then they cannot be expected to take into 
account the various cultures of the students sitting in their classrooms and adapt their 
instruction accordingly” (p. 12).  Additionally, a 2015 study points to the development of 
strong, positive rapport between parents and faculty and staff as being significant to the 
improvement of student learning (McKinney, Labat, & Labat, 2015).  The burden of 
education must, ultimately, be shared by parents, neighbors, the traditional and digital 
media, the church and other communal institutions (Gardner, 2008, p 165).   
Statement of the Research Problem 
While extensive research has been undertaken regarding school culture, teacher 
collaboration, effective school leadership, and the elements of transformational change, 
the public, comprehensive American high school remains in desperate need of concerted 
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cultural efforts that result in heightened student engagement and, ultimately, success both 
during high school and beyond.  America’s kindergarteners begin their compulsory 
education journeys with excitement and hope and yet two-thirds of them become 
“alienated from school” by the time they reach the 9th grade (M. Fullan, 2014).  As 
students reach adolescence, they enter a developmental phase during which a desire for 
autonomy, prioritization of peer relationships over academics, and increased interest in 
active involvement in decision-making coalesce to significantly impact whether a student 
will engage and achieve (Flannery et al., 2013).  Additionally, high schools are typically 
larger and more diverse in student population than the lower levels of school with 
faculties “comprised of a much larger and more diverse array of teachers who are 
organized in departments… that often function rather independently with a fairly high 
degree of autonomy” (Flannery et al., 2013, p. 271).  P. Lencioni (2006) likens this 
organizational flaw to “silos,” which he describes as “barriers that exist between 
departments within an organization” (p. 175).  The silo-ed nature of a high school staff 
contributes to the problem, as a sense of unity among staff and students is rarely present 
at this level. 
 Sanfelippo and Sinanis (2016) note the hypocrisy of a society that “claims to 
value education highly while devoting excessive time, money, and reverence to 
entertainment” (p. 96).  Meanwhile, schools and districts face increased accountability 
simultaneous with slashed budgets and decreased resources (Theisen-Homer, 2015). 
Schools are charged with “balancing the shift from the Industrial Age, assembly-line 
instructional mode [to a] more relevant and rigorous system of differentiated learning, 
focused on critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, and communication” (Bazanos, 
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2014, p. 5).  Randle-Robbins (2016) notes that the CCSS “challenge teachers and 
students to really know their content, to go beyond rote learning, and to use the higher 
order thinking and reasoning skills that characterize a quality education” (p. 168).  The 
key to overcoming these challenges faced by students hinges upon the presence of 
resilience; the most significant, research-based determining factor in resilience within 
adolescent students is the presence of a “significant relationship with a caring adult” 
(Haraway, 2012, p. 86).  Robbins (2015) identifies the “single most powerful school-
based influence on student achievement” (p. 111) as the classroom teacher, with school 
culture a close second.  High schools must address these two factors to engage every 
student and create environments wherein adolescent students can discover success. 
 In an era when the majority of U.S. public school students come from low-income 
families and 51% of K-12 students qualify for free and reduced lunch programs, poverty, 
social disparities, and family and community dynamics must be considered (Randle-
Robbins, 2016). Barr (2013) cautions that a  
clash of cultures, learned helplessness, disengagement, and lack of motivation all 
lead to what researchers describe as ‘lost talent’: these are students who could, in 
fact, succeed in school, graduate, and be effective in post-secondary education, 
but instead fail and drop out, attempting to enter the job market at a great 
disadvantage. (pp. 15-16)  
The “predictive dropout factors” in public K-12 education include (a) attendance, 
(b) behavior, (c) course performance, (d) social/emotional issues, and (e) monitoring of 
student learning (Barr, 2013).  Barr (2013) also reveals that students’ “pathways to the 
future -- pathways either to poverty or greater prosperity” (p. 8) hinge on the notion that 
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the “civil rights battles of the past have moved out of the bus stations and lunch counters, 
streets, and neighborhoods… the battleground has moved into our schools” (p. 8). 
Researchers also know that “when children attend a school where they feel valued, 
confident, and happy, their brains release endorphins, which benefits their learning” 
(Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2016, p. 43).  Throughout the first decade of the 21st century, 
high-poverty schools in 20 states, including California, have become high-performing by 
focusing on value-added education that emphasizes “students’ social and emotional 
growth” (Barr, 2013, p. 2).  Fortunately, researchers have discovered that,  if the climate 
at school is positive, it will “foster and convey a general sense of hope that the student 
has a bright future, that help is available if trouble arises, and that the difficulties of 
adolescence can be eased with the help of adults at school” (Hinduja & Patchin, 2012, p. 
101). 
 Knowing that the adults within a public comprehensive high school hold a key to 
student engagement and success, the research turns to these groups: administrators, 
teachers, and classified staff members, who compose the staff.  The expectations of 
principals have dramatically increased in recent years, including “running a smooth 
school, innovating without upsetting anyone, connecting with students and teachers, 
being responsive to parents and community, answering to districts, and delivering 
results” (M. Fullan, 2014, p. 6).  Portner and Collins (2014) echo this sentiment, noting 
that principals must “be all things to all people,” (pp. 12-13) incorporating instructional 
leadership with transformational leadership while “shaping the vision, cultivating 
leadership in others, and managing people, processes, and data” (pp. 12-13).  Meanwhile, 
according to the United States Department of Education, 17% of teachers leave the 
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classroom within the first five years and enrollment in teacher preparation programs in 
California is down 53% over the last five years (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2015).  Teacher 
satisfaction has declined 24% since 2008 and 75% of principals feel their jobs have 
become “too complex” (M. Fullan, 2014, p. 5).  The third element of this triad, the 
classified staff, including secretaries, custodians and maintenance workers, cafeteria staff, 
instructional aides, and other support personnel, have not been studied to any observable 
degree within the body of literature; honoring their roles within the American 
comprehensive public high school and delving into their perceptions of school culture 
and their roles within it will add a significant contribution to the existing literature on the 
topic of school culture and its impact on student success.  
 Ultimately, the research is clear on this point: “the work of schools happens 
primarily through relationships” (Tschannen-Moran, 2014, p. 7).  Lassiter (2012) takes 
this notion a step further with the acknowledgement that “the only way to expand and 
grow the organization’s capacity for continuous improvement is to expand the capacity 
and knowledge of the individuals who work in the organization” (p. 540).  The research 
clearly indicates that schools that are “meeting and exceeding the challenges they face” 
(Lassiter, 2012, p. 32) are doing so by “creating cultures that value cooperation, 
collaboration, and teamwork” (Lassiter, 2012, p. 32).  Tubin’s (2015) research furthers 
this concept by recognizing that “school success is not a product of the optimal structure 
or ideal leadership style, but an outcome of multiple and ongoing actions of many actors 
accomplished over time and space” (p. 644).  These “many actors” -- the administrators, 
teachers, and classified staff, possess the ability to shape the lives and futures of 
America’s youth.  The problem is that there is little research on the perceptions of the 
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administrators, teachers, and classified staff who live and work in high schools daily as to 
the factors that impact school culture.  This study will address that shortfall. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to discover the 
factors which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public high 
school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, teachers, and classified staff.  
An additional purpose of the study was to determine what similarities and differences 
exist between the perceptions of administrators, teachers, and classified staff.   
Research Questions (RQs) 
RQs 
1. What factors contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive 
public high school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, 
teachers, and classified staff?  
2. What similarities and differences exist between the perceptions of 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff regarding the factors which 
contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public high 
school’s culture? 
Research Subquestions (RSQ) 
1. What factors do school administrators perceive as contributing to the positive 
transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture? 
2. What factors do teachers perceive as contributing to the positive 
transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture? 
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3. What factors do classified staff members perceive as contributing to the 
positive transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture? 
4. What similarities and differences exist between the perspectives of school 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members regarding the factors 
which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public 
high school’s culture? 
Significance of the Problem 
Through careful analysis of the historical implications that resonate within 
America’s public, comprehensive high schools, researchers have identified several key 
elements within the culture of schools that impact student learning.  Bryk’s (2010) 
longitudinal study of 477 Chicago schools resulted in the identification of four 
“interrelated forces” within schools: (a) the professional abilities of teachers, (b) the 
school’s climate, (c) the connections between the schools and the parents and community, 
and (d) the manner in which the instructional program is guided.  Ritchhart (2015) notes 
that curriculum is something that is enacted between students and teachers and that the 
foundational culture of the classroom and school significantly impact the degree to which 
this enactment of curriculum successfully transpires.  The curriculum itself is widely 
deemed to be a “cultural product,” which promotes the values, perceptions, political 
desires, and social and economic needs of the school, community, and nation (Hollins, 
2008). 
Spring (2016) asserts that the CCSS, adopted by the National Governors 
Association in 2010 and later by 43 states in 2014, serve as one example of the “political 
determination of educational goals” (p. 7).  Friedman and Mandelbaum (2011) recognize 
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the “hyper-connected” nature of education on a global scale and Theisen-Homer (2015) 
identifies the challenges facing America’s schools, including “deep budget cuts, 
incongruous leadership, and increased accountability” (p. 95).  Lawrence-Lightfoot’s 
(1983) research indicates that America’s best high schools possess a “sustained and 
viable ideological stance that guards them against powerful and shifting societal 
intrusions” (p. 25).  The research clearly indicates that creating a “collective culture of 
efficacy” (M. Fullan, 2014, p. 55) among a school’s stakeholders is key.  This culture 
must include the four “core constituencies” (Randle-Robbins, 2016, p. 22-23) of teachers 
and staff, parents and caregivers, students, and community members.  Schechter’s (2011) 
research identifies the expertise of educators in schools as a “rich, barely tapped 
resource” (p. 2422) when it comes to impacting student engagement and achievement. 
Ultimately, culture is understood within the body of research as the “hidden tool for 
transforming schools and offering students the best learning possible” (Ritchhart, 2015, p. 
6).  While the research addresses elements of positive school culture, specific factors and 
dynamics within the American public high school, and the components of change and 
dynamics between stakeholder groups, it lacks emphasis on the role of classified staff 
members within a high school organization, in addition to lacking specific focus on the 
uniqueness of the comprehensive, public high school setting.  
This study is needed, now more than ever before, as it will shed light on the 
perceptions of American public comprehensive high school administrators, teachers, and 
classified staff with regard to the factors that impact the shaping of a positive school 
culture.  Uncovering the commonalities and differences between these viewpoints within 
high schools that have successfully transformed their cultures will bear insights that may 
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be transferrable to all of America’s high schools, ultimately contributing to the capacity 
for school personnel to significantly impact student engagement and success at this 
critical juncture of each student’s educational journey.   
Definitions 
Classified staff members. Individuals who work on a school campus in non-
teaching and non-administration roles, including: custodians, maintenance workers, 
clerks, administrative assistants and other clerical staff, cafeteria workers, and 
instructional aides.  
Comprehensive, public high school. A government-funded institution of learning 
for students in grades nine through 12 which offers a breadth of course offerings, 
including academic subjects and electives, in addition to extra-curricular activities, such 
as athletics and performing arts. 
Faculty. The credentialed/certificated teaching staff of a school. 
High school principal. The primary leader of a high school site, as authorized by 
the school district’s Board of Trustees/Local Educational Agency (LEA).  The principal 
is the person ultimately responsible for what occurs on a high school campus and 
possesses administrative training and credentials as proscribed by the state in which he or 
she is employed. 
Instructional leaders. School leaders who are charged with improving curriculum, 
monitoring student behavior in classes, and monitoring and improving student test scores 
(Brinia & Papantoniou, 2016). 
Local Educational Agency (LEA). A public board of education or other public 
authority legally constituted within a state for either administrative control or direction 
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of, or to perform a service function for, public elementary schools or secondary schools 
in a city, county, township, school district, or other political subdivision of a state, or for 
a combination of school districts or counties as are recognized in a state as an 
administrative agency for its public elementary schools or secondary schools (Cornell 
University Law School, 2016). 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. Passed by Congress in 2001 as the most recent 
update to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965.  The NCLB law—which 
grew out of concern that the American education system was no longer internationally 
competitive—significantly increased the federal role in holding schools responsible for 
the academic progress of all students.  This act also put a special focus on ensuring that 
states and schools boost the performance of certain groups of students, such as English-
language learners, students in special education, and poor and minority children, whose 
achievement, on average, trails their peers.  States did not have to comply with the new 
requirements, but if they didn’t, they risked losing federal Title I money (Klein, 2015).  
School climate. Climate is recognized as including the social atmosphere, the 
“feel” of the school, the “quality and consistency” of interpersonal interaction, and the 
“feeling or tone” within the organization (Hinduja & Patchin, 2012). 
School culture. A standard definition of culture notes the importance of the 
elements of tradition, expectation, norms, mores, and established routines within the 
organization (Portner & Collins, 2014).  Stripling (2015) adds the factors of behavior, 
attitudes, and beliefs to this definition.  Fraise and Brooks (2015) recognize that school 
culture also includes the “formal and informal dynamics related to espoused and hidden 
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curricula, instructional strategies, administrator-teacher-staff-student interaction, 
language, communication, and policy development and implementation” (p. 11). 
School stakeholders. The members of a school’s community who influence the 
school, including: students, staff members, parents, and community members. 
Servant leadership. What occurs in schools when a principal embraces teacher 
leadership, puts aside self-interests, and fosters followers to achieve objectives beneficial 
to their personal and career goals (Portner & Collins, 2014).  
Student engagement. The degree to which students are actively and cognitively 
participating in their learning, as opposed to passively receiving knowledge.  
Symbolic frame. Tools utilized by leaders to emphasize culture, meaning, beliefs, 
values, and faith through features such as symbols, stories, traditions, rituals, 
heroes/heroines, values, and ceremonies (Moore, 2014).  
Transactional leadership vs. transformational leadership. Transactional 
leadership occurs when members obey the leader for rewards; transformational leadership 
occurs when members’ motivation increases due to interaction (Brinia & Papantoniou, 
2016). 
Delimitations 
 Roberts (2010) explains that delimitations “clarify the boundaries of the study” (p. 
138) in regard to what the researcher has chosen to include and leave out, such as time, 
location, and population sample.  One delimitation of this study is the settings in which 
the research took place, focusing only on American comprehensive, public high schools. 
The schools were selected from the state of California, in order to facilitate travel from 
the researcher’s place of residence in northern California.  A third of the identified 
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schools are located in southern California, in the greater Los Angeles area, in two 
separate school districts representing unique demographic and socioeconomic factors.  A 
third of the schools are located in central California, representing three different school 
districts.  The remaining schools are located in northern California, one in the San 
Francisco Bay Area and one in the Sacramento valley region.  In total, the schools 
studied span the state of California in six different school districts.  Some of the selected 
schools are in rural locations and others are in urban or suburban areas.  Additionally, the 
population was intentionally delimited to the employee groups within each high school 
setting, not other stakeholder groups, which could have included students, parents, and 
community members.  At each of the schools studied, the researcher interviewed the 
principal and engaged in separate focus group discussions with six to eight teachers and 
six to eight classified staff members. 
The researcher chose to focus solely on schools that have demonstrated growth in 
measurable aspects of their positive school culture, as they align with Gruenert and 
Whitaker’s (2015) 12 Aspects of School Culture.  This study was further delimited to a 
data collection period of six weeks near the end of the 2016-2017 school year.  All 
interviews and focus group discussions were conducted in person and the researcher 
relied upon the honesty and openness of the participants.  A population sample of six 
schools was selected, which included individual interviews with each principal as well as 
focus groups from each school tailored specifically to six to eight staff members in each 
of the other two employee groups, teachers and classified staff members.  Due to the 
relatively small sample size, the ability to generalize the information gathered is limited. 
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Organization of the Study 
 This study was organized as a qualitative, phenomenological study based on the 
voluntary participation of administrators, teachers, and classified staff members within 
the six selected comprehensive, public high schools.  The study was guided by two 
central RQs which were then broken down into four RSQs.  Chapter I provides an 
overview of the historical, cultural, and social frameworks of American education, 
particularly at the comprehensive high school level as well as necessary background 
information related to aspects of adolescence, culture, and change, followed by the 
research problem, the purpose of the study, the RQs, a statement of the problem’s 
significance, definitions of terms that are relevant to the study, and the delimitations of 
the study.  Chapter II provides a comprehensive review and analysis of the relevant 
literature as it relates to American comprehensive public high school education, school 
culture, leadership, change, employees, and other topics pertinent to the study.  Chapter 
III describes the research methodology that was utilized to conduct the study.  Chapter IV 
presents the data gathered through the study, broken down by employee group and 
interview questions aligned to the theoretical framework utilized within the study. 
Chapter V highlights the researcher’s findings, conclusions, and recommendations for 
further research.  Appendices include the synthesis matrix utilized by the researcher to 
identify patterns and gaps within the literature as well as the tools and instruments 
utilized in the study.   
 
 
 
29 
 
CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
 To understand the current state of America’s comprehensive public high schools, 
in terms of how they meet the needs of students, families, communities, and the nation as 
a whole, it is necessary to investigate the historical contexts that have led to this state 
over the past century of public education in America.  Patterns, trends, and philosophical 
shifts are identified within this chapter related to the early, mid, and late portions of the 
20th century, as well as the early part of the 21st century.  With these historical 
implications as the foundation, the chapter then delves into culture itself, from its 
universal, organizational definitions, concepts, and tenets, to the specific elements of 
culture that exist within schools.  To understand a school environment and the 
stakeholders who come together there, it is important to recognize the complex 
organizational elements, such as organizational development, environment, growth, and 
health, as well as factors which contribute to the job satisfaction of employees.  A key 
element of organizational development is leadership, which is discussed next, in global 
terms, followed by the specificity of school-based leadership.  To further lay the 
foundation for an understanding of positive transformation of school cultures, the process 
of cultural change is discussed next, followed by a narrower investigation of the 
collaborative cultural elements and relationships within schools, between staff, 
administrators, students, and families.  Finally, school stakeholder groups are studied, 
along with factors within the research that point to school and student success at the 
intersection of these stakeholder groups.  This historical, cultural, and theoretical 
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overview serves to set the stage for this study as well as identify gaps within the literature 
that may be addressed through this research study.   
American Society and Public Education 
 The history of American public education at the high school level has endured 
innumerable philosophical shifts, trends, and changing needs.  School, in general, is 
widely regarded as stressful for many students, but times of transition, like adolescence, 
are often particularly so (Haraway, 2012).  Educators, philosophers and historians have 
presented countless visions for what a quality high school educational experience should 
include.  Parkhouse and White (2016) assert that a school “culture of significance” 
represents a belief that every person is “needed, wanted, valued, and important” (p. 255). 
A “great school” or “quality education” is defined by “what we prioritize day-to-day, 
which shapes our expectations of what schools can contribute to our lives and shapes our 
aspirations as parents, educators, and society at large” (Ritchhart, 2015, p. 15).  Lofty 
goals, often difficult to define, implement, and fulfill, have shaped the high school 
educational experience for millions of Americans over the past century and beyond. 
 Another way to define the “world’s great high school” is as a place where 
“everyone is becoming the best version of themselves each day” (Parkhouse & White, 
2013, p. 13).  Lawrence-Lightfoot (1983) suggests that “good schools exhibit coherent 
and sturdy authority structures which give support and legitimacy to the individual 
disciplinary gestures of teachers” (p. 25).  More simply, the students in a “good high 
school feel visible and accountable” (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1983, p. 26).  Yet, even the 
most “impressive schools show striking moments of vulnerability, inconsistency, and 
awkwardness.  It is not the absence of weakness that marks a good school, but how a 
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school attends to the weakness” (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1983, p. 24).  A review of the 
historical shifts in public education within the American high school over the past 
century sheds light on the factors which have culminated in the mindsets, needs, and 
realities of American high school education in the 21st century. 
Historical Context of American Public Education: Pre-1900 to 1930 
The American high school predates the 20th century, when it existed as an avenue 
of America’s advantaged and indoctrination platform for America’s newcomers (Jeynes, 
2007).  Spring (2016) notes the goals of public education in the late 1800s as including 
the “Americanization of immigrants, training a labor force for industrialization, 
reforming urban areas, promoting family life and child care, and providing food and 
medical care” (p. 6).  In 1899, John Dewey published The School and Society, which 
presented a new philosophy of education that included a “child-centered” focus with the 
child’s interests and educational desires as key elements of the curricular direction (as 
cited in Jeynes, 2007).  As the turn of the 20th century occurred, philosophical shifts 
began to take place that would shape American education for generations.  
During this time period, the high school was transformed into an “entirely new 
kind of educational institution, a mass terminal institution in which the vast majority of 
American youth could be shaped for the vocational futures that awaited them” (Angus & 
Mirel, 1999, p. 53).  The 20th century ushered in a clash of educational philosophies, one 
centered on practical knowledge and the other focused on intellectual knowledge, or the 
“divine mind” (Noddings, 2015, p. 16).  The Cardinal Principles Report of 1918 set forth 
the seven “fundamental aims of education: health education; command of fundamental 
principles of reading, writing, and mathematics; worthy home membership; vocational 
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preparation; citizenship to promote common welfare; worthy use of leisure; and ethical 
character” (Haraway, 2012, p. 79).  This report served as the first substantial effort in 
“advocating for a social curriculum broadly related to later life” (Haraway, 2012, p. 79). 
The “tendency toward specialization” that characterized the late 1800s and early 1900s 
caused disruption, both inside and outside the liberal arts as “unity of purpose was lost, 
and philosophy, history, literature, mathematics, and sciences became more and more 
highly specialized and separated” (Noddings, 2015, p. 13) from one another.  
Concurrently, vocational education emerged as an area of emphasis, with new curricular 
areas including woodworking, sewing, metal working, and bookkeeping (Angus & Mirel, 
1999).  Educators began to recognize that high school had been “too academic, too 
exclusive, and too tied to the preparation of the college-bound” (Reese, 1995, p. 160). 
Angus and Mirel (1999) identified that “sometime after the mid-1920s, a new factor, the 
weakening of the teenage job market, began to strongly influence the high school 
attendance and curricular decisions of America’s young people” (p. 54).  Progressive 
reformers of this time period envisioned a public high school education that would be 
tailored to the individual needs of each student, incorporating their talents and interests 
(Angus & Mirel, 1999).  As a result, secondary school enrollment soared on a national 
level, from under 700,000 students in 1900 to nearly five million students in 1930 (Angus 
& Mirel, 1999).  Reese (1995) recognized that “the idea that America’s high schools 
could expand their mission and clientele, fulfilling democratic ends, became an article of 
faith among educators” (p. 160).  Of course, the economic slide toward the impending 
Great Depression would change the direction of American public education for decades 
to come, particularly at the secondary level (Angus & Mirel, 1999).  
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Historical Context of American Public Education: 1930 to 1965 
The goals of public education during this mid-century time period included the 
expansion of the high school in order to “control the youth problem” and keep youth out 
of the labor market and engaged in “life-adjustment education” (Spring, 2016, p. 6).  In 
1938, John Dewey criticized the traditional slant on public education in favor of an 
approach that would be experiential in nature, emphasize quality, and connect young 
adults with “further experience;” in short, Dewey asserted that “all human experience is 
ultimately social -- that it involves contact and communication” (as cited in Haraway, 
2012, pp. 79-81).  Along these lines, Paul Diederich urged that the American high school 
needed to embody a “more relevant curriculum” within a “less stressful school climate” 
(as cited in Hampel, 2014, p. xii).  Specifically, Diederich proposed that high schools 
revise their daily schedules, enhance connections with colleges, incorporate 
comprehensive guidance programs, implement new core courses, and adapt instructional 
methods (as cited in Hampel, 2014, p. xii).  Diederich glorified education as a “holy 
cause that would help students find and follow a path to a virtuous life” (as cited in 
Hampel, 2014, p. xiv).  
The post-World War II era brought significant fiscal cutbacks, an emphasis on 
efficiency, an increase in student achievement, and the eventual confrontation of racial 
issues (Jeynes, 2007).  Angus and Mirel (1999) identify this era as a time when 
“secondary education shifted the entire thrust” (p. 98) away from the previously accepted 
purposes of the first half of the century, giving way to a “far more nebulous purpose -- 
keeping teenagers in school as long as possible” (p. 98).  The 1940s also ushered in a 
change in the perception of the principal’s role, through a more democratic approach to 
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school leadership, which meant including staff members and students in decision-making 
(Boyer, 2012).  One accepted philosophy of the 1950s and 1960s included serving the 
needs of youth through a differentiated curriculum as the “key to educational progress 
and equality of educational opportunity” (Angus & Mirel, 1999, p. 120).  However, this 
mindset contrasted with another powerful philosophy of the time, which emphasized 
child-centered programs rather than curriculum-centered programs (Angus & Mirel, 
1999).  
Beginning in the 1950s, the dominant goals of public education centered on racial 
and cultural harmony, the war on poverty, educating more scientists and engineers, 
equality of educational opportunities, and career education (Spring, 2016).  In May of 
1954, the United States Supreme Court issued an historic decision against school 
segregation, Brown vs. the Board of Education; over the next decade, political leaders in 
some southern states declared that they would never desegregate and adopted “freedom 
of choice” policies which meant that students could enroll in any public school they 
wanted (Ravitch, 2010).  Reese (1995) notes that  
by the late 1960s and early 1970s, writers from diverse political perspectives 
argued that schools were often racist, inhumane, undemanding institutions that 
were imbued with the values of the middle classes and that they were never 
centrally concerned with helping or liberating the dispossessed. (p. xv)  
The 1960s battle between centralization and decentralization led to community  
groups demanding a decision; many were blaming teachers and administrators for the 
school system’s lack of success with minority children (Ravitch, 2010).    
 
35 
 
Historical Context of American Public Education: 1965 to 2000 
Historians agree that the 1960s and 1970s were a time period of tremendous 
change in education; angry protests and movements had powerful impact on schools 
(Angus & Mirel, 1999).  However, many historians believe that, despite the rhetoric and 
the dramatic changes many of the protests and movements brought to American society, 
high schools were “islands of stability in terms of the philosophy that guided their 
policies and the nature of student coursetaking” (Angus & Mirel, 1999, p. 159).  Hampel 
(2014) agrees that, “aside from some private schools, American high schools preferred 
neutrality on the big issues” (p. xv).  In fact, the “greatest gains in regard to social justice 
inside the schools derived from landmark court cases (on civil rights, disabilities, and 
gender equity) rather than visionary educators” (Hampel, 2014, p. xv). 
A pervasive belief that 60% of America’s teenagers were unable to handle either  
college preparatory curriculum or vocational training lent itself to what is described as 
“life-adjustment education,” defined as “relevant, undemanding courses the offered little 
preparation for future adult roles or responsibilities” (Angus & Mirel, 1999, p. 99).  In the 
later part of the 20th century, however, the federal government expanded its role in 
financing vocational education with what was referred to as “manpower training” (Stone 
& Lewis, 2012, p. 1).  
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, an economy of high inflation and little 
economic growth ushered in the Ronald Reagan era, during which time the National 
Commission on Excellence in Education was established, through which the seminal 
work, A Nation at Risk, was published in 1983 (Stone & Lewis, 2012).  The basic 
argument of A Nation at Risk was that “the quality of American education had declined 
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and this decline was directly linked to the poor economic conditions the nation was 
experiencing” (Stone & Lewis, 2012, p. 2).  The report further argued that the country’s 
population was “too poorly educated to compete in the global marketplace” (Senge, 2012, 
p. 9).  President Reagan advocated for school choice and vouchers while a “deepening 
national concern by parents, politicians, and employers over the quality of secondary 
education” (Angus, 1999, p. 195; Ravitch, 2010, p. 121) ushered in an historic shift in the 
“patterns of courses” taken by America’s high school students.  The academic 
achievement decline of the late 20th century is also thought to have been caused in part 
by the decline of the family, as divorce rates soared, in addition to the decline of work 
ethic, and the aftereffects of the 1960s culture of illegal drugs, sexually transmitted 
diseases, and sexual behavior (Jeynes, 2007).  
The 20th century ended with an increase in academic subjects studied by 
America’s high school students in the areas of mathematics, science, foreign language, 
and computer training (Angus & Mirel, 1999).  The long-term trend of “deemphasizing 
academic subjects” (Angus & Mirel, 1999, p. 195) in favor of personal development and 
vocational subjects had been reversed.  Martinez and McGrath (2014) assert that “fear 
bolstered the accountability movement of the 1990s,” (p. 5) followed later by the 2001 
NCLB Act, which increased the focus on standardized testing as well as closing the 
achievement gap between high-performing and low-performing schools and subgroups. 
Ainsworth (2015) describes the NCLB movement as having “changed the way schools 
approach student learning and having forced them to consider groups of students that 
have largely gone ignored during the past 50 years” (p. 1).  
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M. Fullan (2014) notes the “watershed moment” for high school principals that 
occurred in the last decade of the 20th century, which he refers to as the “instructional” 
period, during which principals were suddenly expected to serve as instructional leaders. 
Shifting public education goals began to emphasize community service, preparation for 
the global economy, and control of learning through testing (Spring, 2016).  As a result, 
possibly the “most egregious fault in the 20th century” (Noddings, 2015, p. 27) version of 
the comprehensive public high school was the practice of assigning students to tracking 
according to their “probable destinies in adult life” (Noddings, 2015, p. 27).  A few years 
later, the Obama administration’s Race to the Top initiative brought forth education 
reform through the “promise of more support for new and better innovations with regard 
to standards, teacher quality, data systems, and turning around struggling schools” 
(Martinez & McGrath, 2014, p. 5).  The century ended with an often overwhelming sense 
of pressure, applied through the high-stakes accountability efforts of the last decade. 
Historical Context of American Public Education: 21st Century 
 Gardner (2008) characterizes the start of the third millennium as a time of “vast 
changes - changes seemingly so epochal that they may well dwarf those experienced in 
earlier eras - entailing the power of science and technology and the inexorability of 
globalization” (p. 11).  Compounding this reality, the “continual influx of media asserting 
that American is falling behind other nations” (DeNicola, 2015, p. 143) in regard to 
educational performance has led policy makers to increase accountability and assessment 
measures.  Assessment, through this lens, is seen as a means of providing students with 
the skills needed to compete in a global society (DeNicola, 2015).  The NCLB Act, 
signed into law by President George W. Bush on January 8, 2002, “changed the nature of 
38 
 
public schooling across the nation by making standardized test scores the primary 
measure of school quality” (Ravitch, 2010, p. 17).  Yet the standards-based accountability 
movement is regarded as having “created a direct conflict with the necessary knowledge 
and skills needed for the 21st century workplace” (Ainsworth, 2015, p. 4).  
 Muhammed (2009) asserts that, if the United States hopes to maintain its position 
in the world, the quality of education and academic skills of its students must improve.  
In addition, more students - not just White, middle-class and affluent students - must 
develop educationally so that America can continue to compete and be a “viable force in 
our new global economy” (Muhammed, 2009, p. 8).  Policy makers and the public are 
applying considerable pressure on America’s public schools to improve results and 
consistently graduate students with marketable 21st century skills (Depew, 2015).  Levin 
and Engel (2015) echo this sentiment by acknowledging that the United States 
Department of Education, elite colleges, state universities, and community colleges have 
all seen that students are arriving at college without the “academic know-how” they need 
to even get by, much less do well.  More and more colleges are forced to offer remedial 
courses, tutoring, and special workshops and many college professors have taken material 
out of their syllabi, assigned less complex readings, and simplified the requirements 
because students cannot keep up (Levin & Engel, 2015).  Friedman and Mandelbaum 
(2011) identify necessary components to produce high school students who are ready to 
succeed in post-secondary education and the job market: 
 Better teachers and principals; 
 Parents who are more involved and demanding; 
 Politicians who push to raise educational standards; 
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 Neighbors who are ready to invest in schools; 
 Business leaders who are committed to raising educational standards in their 
communities; and 
 Students who come to school prepared to learn. (pp. 117-118)  
Clearly, high schools need to prepare students to attend college or vocational 
programs without the need for remediation while simultaneously preparing students for 
the next step of education or skill-building (Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011).  Martinez 
and McGrath (2014) summarize the educational shift needed as a heightened emphasis on 
“deeper learning,” which is defined as a “process of preparing and empowering students 
to master essential academic content, think critically and solve complex problems, work 
collaboratively, communicate effectively, have an academic mindset, and be self-directed 
in their education” (p. 3).  
 The current “hot topics” in education reflect these principles, through emphasis on 
student motivation, enthusiasm, perseverance, drive, grit, and tenacity (Gregory & 
Kaufeldt, 2015, p. 1).  A great many 21st century educators believe in Carol Dweck’s 
theory of “growth mindset,” which refers to a “can-do approach to challenges and new 
experiences, which can be built by avoiding hollow praise for success that appears to 
come easily and with little resistance and by honoring good, old-fashioned, down-and-
dirty effort” (as cited in Rogoff, 2011, p. 116).  More recently, the PBIS as well as RTI, 
which gained federal backing in 2000, emphasize schools’ ability to provide 
“comprehensive social skills education” in addition to content and academic skill-based 
education (Haraway, 2012).  Stone (2012) notes that the “real challenge facing high 
school education is not to increase the rigor of what is taught,” (p. 6) but to provide a 
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more appropriate curriculum for those who find the typical academic classes “boring and 
frustrating” (p. 6).  This notion is compounded by the competition comprehensive public 
high schools now face from alternative education providers, including online schools and 
technology-infused charter schools, which are increasing in popularity and accessibility 
at a tremendous rate (Depew, 2015, p. 100).  
 Of course, increased pressure to implement these changes impacts overall culture 
and climate within schools and can significantly influence both teacher motivation and 
principal behaviors (Doleysh, 2015, p. 184).  Harris (2015) contends that federal, state, 
and LEA mandates have caused principals’ roles to “revert to educational themes 
popularized during the 1970s and 1990s,” (p. 148) during which time periods educational 
shifts “characterized principals as change agents for schools and communities” (p. 148). 
Tschannen-Moran (2004) cautions that, 
we now live in an era when all of our social institutions are under unprecedented 
scrutiny.  We are barraged by a steady stream of media attention to scandals, 
revealing how business leaders, politicians, church leaders, non-profit executives, 
and school leaders have acted out of self-interest rather than in the interests of 
their constituents, whom they purport to serve. (pp. 8-9)  
In order for schools and districts to foster change and innovation, there must exist  
a “change in mindset in how superintendents, district administrators, principals, and 
teachers view mistakes” (Ainsworth, 2015, p. 93).  Rather than perceived as failures, 
mistakes need to be seen as “opportunities for growth” (Ainsworth, 2015, p. 93). 
 Many observers see the modern high school as a place divided into “somebodies 
and nobodies -- between the Royal Family vs. the common people that have no sense of 
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importance.  Schools tend to focus on elite athletes and scholars and not on all 
stakeholders” (Parkhouse & White, 2013, p. 103).  Parkhouse and White (2013) further 
describe three types of high schools: 
 The “No Hope High School,” where teachers and students feel that others do 
not care about them;  
 The “Mediocre High School,” where those who work there have no time or 
desire to implement innovations and strategies; and 
 The “World’s Greatest High School,” which focuses on respect for every 
person’s gifts, talents, and skills. (pp. 46-51)  
Another view of the modern American high school includes an emphasis on 
culturally responsive education, which seeks to “link curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment to the students’ experiences, language, and culture,” (Gregory & Kaufeldt, 
2015, p. 86) which amount to their prior knowledge.  However, the cultural discontinuity 
that has pervaded the history of American education and society continues in many 
respects, in regard to oppression, racism, classism, and sexism (Hollins, 2015, pp. 25-29). 
Spring (2016) contends that the social goals of schooling in the 21st century must include 
(a) moral values; (b) sexual education; (c) lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer 
(LGBTQ) education; (d) character education; (e) crime reduction; (f) national health; (g) 
nutrition; (h) drug and alcohol abuse education; and (i) building community through 
extra-curricular activities.  The complexity of factors and needs within the scope of 21st 
century public high school education in America necessitates a fresh look at cultural 
elements, employee relations, leadership, change processes and dynamics, and other 
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factors that contribute to a school’s success or failure in meeting the needs of students as 
well as society. 
Culture 
Definitions of Culture 
 A standard definition of culture notes the importance of the elements of tradition, 
expectation, norms, mores, and established routines within the organization (Portner & 
Collins, 2014).  Stripling (2015) adds the factors of behavior, attitudes, and beliefs to this 
definition.  Fraise and Brooks (2015) recognize that school culture also includes the 
“formal and informal dynamics related to espoused and hidden curricula, instructional 
strategies, administrator-teacher-staff-student interaction, language, communication, and 
policy development and implementation” (p. 11).  Ritchhart (2015) explains that “to 
understand the culture of a school or classroom, we need to look at the story about 
learning each is telling” (p. 21).  These expressions reflect the feelings and perceptions 
people experience in the school setting (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2016).  In terms of 
observation, Desravines et al. (2016) note that “you can get a sense of a school’s culture 
from the ways adults speak to each other and to students, the ways students are 
disciplined, and the ways students talk about their ability to complete challenging 
assignments” (p. 99).  
Overview of Organizational Culture  
Culture is regarded and described in myriad ways throughout the literature. 
Organizational culture is defined in that the organization’s “values indicate what its 
members believe to be good, right, or desirable and what they view as worth striving for 
in an organization” (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2011, p. 441).  Tony Hseih, CEO of 
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international apparel giant, Zappos, expressed, “If you get the culture right, most of the 
other stuff will just happen naturally on its own” (as cited in Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2016, 
p. 33).  S. Sinek (2009) explains that cultures are “groups of people who come together 
around a common set of values and beliefs” (p. 88).  Hollins (1996) notes that,  
culture is derived from understandings acquired by people through experience and 
observation (at times, speculation) about how to live together as a community, 
how to interact with the physical environment, and knowledge or beliefs about 
their relationships or positions within the universe. (p. 18)  
Exceptional organizations all have cultures in which leaders “provide cover from  
above” (S. Sinek, 2014, p. 8) and the people on the ground “look out for each other; this 
is the reason they are willing to push hard and take the kinds of risks they do” (S. Sinek, 
2014, p. 8).  
Watkins (2013) identifies the Culture Pyramid, which includes the hidden aspects 
of fundamental assumptions and values and certain norms and patterns of behavior along 
with the visible norms and patterns as well as the symbols and language used within the 
organization (see Figure 1). 
Figure 1. Cultural Pyramid. Adapted from “The first 90 Days: Proven Strategies for 
Getting up to Speed Faster and Smarter,” by M. Watkins, 2013, p. 31. Copyright by 
Harvard Business Review. 
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D. Anderson and Anderson (2010) regard culture as including the “norms; 
collective ways of being, working and relating; climate; and esprit de corps” (p. 15).  
Additionally, culture “is to the organization as mindset is to the individual; culture is the 
way of being of the organization -- its character or personality” (D. Anderson & 
Anderson, 2010, p. 19).  Ritchhart (2015) recognizes that, in “strong cultures, rich 
opportunities for growth, advancement, and creativity are prominent” (p. 141).  Within 
culture “lie the company’s core values, its norms and operating principles, and its myths 
and stories” (D. Anderson & Anderson, 2010).  Sanfelippo and Sinanis (2016) created the 
following acronym for CULTURE: Communication Uncovers Learning Transparency 
Ultimately Reveals Everything.  
 Watkins’ (2013) definition of culture presents “a set of consistent patterns people 
follow for communicating, thinking, and acting, all grounded in their shared assumptions 
and values” (p. 30).  It is believed that “we all internalize the cultures of which we are a 
part; if that were not so, they would not exist, because cultures exist as we bring them 
into being moment by moment” (Senge, 2004, p. 48).  Furthermore, when members of an 
organization engage in thinking about why they do the work they do and what they hope 
to achieve by doing it, they are engaging in purposive thinking (Lassiter, 2012).  The 
more frequent the conversations within an organization about purpose, the more likely 
people will feel a connection to it and become fully engaged in the work (Lassiter, 2012). 
Elements of culture are named and categorized in numerous ways within the 
literature.  It is critically important for school leaders to recognize the various elements 
that serve as “leverage points” (Robbins, 2015, p. 112) within a school’s culture.  In 
addition to the “power brokers” (Robbins, 2015, p. 112) within the organization who 
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have significant influence on the culture, there exist a number of other elements which 
come into play.  Robbins (2015) identifies elements of culture, which all serve to 
influence, and be influenced by, the values and beliefs of the organization (see Table 2). 
Table 2 
 
Elements of Culture 
 
Informal 
Communication Network 
Relationships 
Among Colleagues Rules 
Physical Environment Symbols and artifacts Stories 
Norms Structures for interaction Social Media 
Rituals and celebrations Traditions Policies and practices 
Heroes and heroines Priests and priestesses Historians or storytellers 
Note. Adapted from “Peer Coaching to Enrich Professional Practice, School Culture, and 
Student Learning,” by P. Robbins, 2015, p 113. Copyright by ASCD. 
 
Portner and Collins (2014) explain that “the members of any organization… need 
to be willing to have uncomfortable conversations; they need to establish a common 
understanding of what their organization does and does not stand for” (p. 21).  When a 
cult-like culture is created, the organization “fervently preserves its core ideology in 
specific, concrete ways” (Collins & Porras, 2012, p. 135).  Determining whether or not an 
organization possesses a strong, positive culture can be facilitated through the use of 
Lassiter’s Culture Assessment tool (see Table 3). 
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Table 3 
 
Culture Assessment 
 
Statements for Reflection Agree Disagree 
My classroom/school has a clear purpose-driven vision that 
is challenging and for the greater good. 
- - 
All work by adults and students aligns with achieving the 
vision and purpose. 
- - 
Our school has high expectations for staff and provides 
structures that foster team learning and collaboration aimed 
at improving instructional practice. 
- - 
Teachers at my school have a sense of empowerment, 
teamwork, and community. They embrace new challenges 
with a can-do attitude. 
- - 
Teams at my school routinely examine student data, 
determine trends and patterns, and make agreements to 
implement instructional practices matched to the needs of 
the students. 
- - 
Teams in my school focus on a few vital behaviors and 
work collectively to help everyone implement them well 
and often. 
- - 
Our school routinely collects and shares data on the few 
practices to ensure deep implementation of specific 
strategies and to support all adults toward improving 
student learning. 
- - 
Our school has a plan for leadership development and I 
have had opportunities to develop my skills as a leader. 
- - 
The leadership in my school sets challenging goals and 
provides an equal level of support and feedback to assist 
teams in meeting the challenges. 
- - 
Totals - - 
Note. Adapted from “The Secrets and Simple Truths of High-Performing School 
Cultures,” by C. J. Lassiter, 2012, p. 95. Copyright by Lead and Learn Press. 
 
Overview of School Culture and Climate 
Custodio (2014) suggests that school culture is “what is shown to a school’s 
stakeholders’ as a representation of the health of the school” (p. 4).  Culture also “dictates 
behaviors and behaviors determine results” (Boyte, 2015, p. 9).  Barns (2012) found that 
the better the school’s culture and climate, the lower the level of violence within the 
school.  Furthermore, positive school culture and climate are important dimensions that 
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can be linked to effective risk prevention as well as advancement of teaching and learning 
(Barnes, 2012).  A “culture of safety” is created when collaboration between stakeholders 
is founded on safety and trust as individuals cannot collaborate successfully, challenge 
the status quo, or take risks if they do not feel safe (Buffam, 2008).  Research shows that, 
although the classroom teacher is the single most powerful school-based influence on 
student achievement, school culture is the next most influential factor (Robbins, 2015).  
A person can obtain a sense of a school’s culture from the ways adults speak to one 
another and students, the ways students are disciplined, and the ways students talk about 
their ability to complete challenging assignments (Desravines et al., 2016).  Piotrowsky’s 
(2016) study found that culture predicts both teacher retention and student achievement. 
An enabling school culture empowers individuals, without concern for title or position, to 
problem-solve collaboratively and strive for the betterment of the school (Hawkins, 2015, 
p. 50).  A culturally responsive organization establishes and maintains an organizational 
culture that is “aware of and responsive to the values and beliefs of all school 
stakeholders” (Banks, 2015, p. 122).  Several types of cultures exist within schools: (a) 
collaborative, (b) comfortable-collaborative, (c) contrived-collegial, (d) balkanized, (e) 
fragmented, and (f) toxic (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015).  The “building blocks” of school 
culture include  
 Climate;  
 Mission and vision;  
 Language;  
 Humor;  
 Routines,  
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 Rituals and ceremonies;  
 Norms;  
 Roles;  
 Symbols;  
 Stories;  
 Heroes;  
 Values and beliefs. (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 28)  
Gruenert and Whitaker’s 12 Aspects of School Culture 
 Based on decades of research on organizational cultures and leadership within 
schools, Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) developed a system of assessment of a school’s 
cultural elements on a continuum from toxic to balkanized to contrived collegial to 
collaborative.  The 12 aspects of school culture are as follows: 
 Student achievement, which refers to the students’ academic performance, as 
measured by grades, standardized assessments, course assessments, and other 
college and career readiness standards, 
 Shared values, which represent the degree to which the members of the school 
community (including staff members, students, and parents) possess a 
common, articulated set of values regarding the vision and purpose of the 
school community and its members, 
 Risk taking, which specifically pertains to the willingness on the part of staff 
members, students, and families to demonstrate the vulnerability required to 
try new things and make mistakes with the purpose of bettering the school, 
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 Openness, which describes the communication and relational elements 
between school stakeholders in regard to their willingness to share, listen, and 
deeply engage with one another on matters that are of shared importance to 
the school community, 
 Leadership, which includes the direction and guidance set forth, not only by 
the principal and other administrators, but also by teacher leaders and student 
leaders, 
 Socialization, which relates to the manner and degree to which the members 
of the school community relate on a social level, including student-to-student 
socialization, staff-to-staff socialization, and socialization that includes 
parents and community members, 
 Collegial awareness, which describes the degree to which staff members 
within a school know and understand one another, both as professionals and in 
personal ways, including teaching and learning styles, preferences, needs, 
values, and interests, 
 Decision making, which occurs on all levels of the school organization and, 
ideally, is an inclusive process that involves all staff members, students, and 
parents in meaningful ways, 
 Trust, which indicates the level at which members of the school community 
are able to be open, honest, and vulnerable with one another within an 
atmosphere that is emotionally and physically safe, 
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 Parent relations, which involves the manner in which parents within the 
school community are engaged in the process of education and their input is 
solicited by school staff, 
 Communication, which occurs on numerous levels within the school 
community, both formally and informally and in written and spoken means, in 
all directions, including staff, students, and families, and 
 Organizational history, which refers to the emphasis the members of the 
school community place on knowing and understanding what has occurred, 
both positive and negative, in the school’s history, as a means of honoring the 
positive elements and consciously changing that which has not served the 
school community well (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, pp. 67-69) 
 Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) propose that assessing a school’s culture relative to 
these 12 aspects allows the organization to identify strengths and weaknesses and develop 
a plan for positive change.  
Defining Positive School Culture 
 Desravines et al. (2016), note that school culture is “the essential foundation on 
which effective schools are built” (p. 99).  Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) recognize that 
culture is a framework for solving problems, rather than a problem that must be solved. 
Research indicates that “building a positive community and school climate is a crucial 
but often overlooked step in school improvement” (Kessler & Snodgrass, 2014, p. 60). 
These elements have a dramatic impact on employee productivity, which ultimately 
impacts student learning (Robbins, 2015).  Haraway’s (2012) study on school culture 
notes the importance of establishing rapport, building and maintaining healthy 
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relationships among stakeholders, and possessing a willingness to learn from mistakes, 
forgive one another, and move forward toward common goals.  A case study conducted 
within a West Virginia school with a positive school culture identified that stories and 
myths were passed on to new staff members and community, rituals were in place to 
create a sense of safety and predictability, and the school’s formal philosophy (the vision 
and mission) directly related to norms and espoused values (Branch, 2013).  Study 
participants also identified diversity as one of the critical elements that make up a 
positive school culture, along with celebrating and nurturing individuality (Savory, 
2014). 
 Positive school culture is also seen as encouraging civility, respectful language 
use, and modes of communication that “bind school actors together and facilitate open 
discussion and thoughtful decision-making” (Rhodes, Stevens, & Hemmings, 2011, pp. 
83-84).  Additionally, a school culture that is positive is built upon relationships that are 
“dependent on trust, which is carried out through vision that grows into community, and 
is sustained through habits” (Boyte, 2015, p. 31). Boyte (2015) cautions that  
excellent school culture does not magically appear. It is carefully choreographed 
and diligently practiced.  It requires the participation of all team members and 
frequent time-outs to regroup and confirm that everyone is still on the same page, 
using the same playbook, and aiming for the same goal. (p. 85)   
Culture versus Climate 
 Many descriptions of the differences between culture and climate exist within the 
literature.  Portner and Collins (2014) explain that “climate describes the most transient 
qualities of collective school relationships, such as describing the energy of the staff on 
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any given day” (p. 89).  Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) compare climate to the school’s 
attitude and culture to its personality (p. 11).  Robbins (2015) describes the differences in 
this way, “Climate is how the workplace feels and culture is the way we do things around 
here” (p. 111).  Hinduja and Patchin (2012) explain that “a school’s climate is 
inextricably tied to the educational mission of the school and strongly affects perceived 
and actual safety on campus” (p. 20).  Climate is recognized as including the social 
atmosphere, the feel of the school, the quality and consistency of interpersonal 
interaction, and the “feeling or tone” within the organization (Hinduja & Patchin, 2012). 
Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) identify key differences between climate and culture (see 
Table 4). 
Table 4 
 
Some Differences between Climate and Culture 
 
Culture Climate 
…is the group’s personality. …is the group’s attitude. 
…gives Mondays permission to be  
miserable. 
…differs from Monday to Friday,  
February to May. 
…provides for a limited way of thinking. …creates a state of mind. 
…takes years to evolve. …is easy to change. 
…is based on values and beliefs. …is based on perceptions. 
…can’t be felt, even by group members. …can be felt when you enter a room. 
…is part of us. …surrounds us. 
…is “the way we do things around here.” …is “the way we feel around here.” 
…determines whether or not improvement  
is possible. 
…is the first thing that improves when  
positive change is made. 
Note. Adapted from “School Culture Rewired: How to Define, Assess, and Transform It,” 
by S. Gruenert and T. Whitaker, 2015, p. 10.  Copyright by ASCD. 
A “closed” climate is defined as a “confining, obscuring, restrictive atmosphere in 
which staff are apathetic” (McCarley et al., 2014, p. 327).  Three hundred seventy-nine 
teachers in five high schools describe an open school climate, on the other hand, as 
environments wherein “individuals feel comfortable expressing opinions, voicing 
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complaints, and offering suggestions for improvement” (McCarley et al., 2014, p. 327). 
Research indicates that a “welcoming, cooperative and trusting climate can insulate 
schools from a variety of problems and lead to greater student success” (Hunduja & 
Patchin, 2012, p. 15).  It is also noted that school climate is more easily influenced by 
school leaders than the deeply-engrained elements of the school’s culture, which take 
greater time and collective effort to influence (Alexander, 2012).  Improving school 
climate requires (a) district support, (b) knowing students’ names, (c) community-
building activities, (d) small teacher-to-student ratios, (e) staying in the know, (f) 
encouraging active student participation in decision-making, and (g) cultivating hope 
(Hinduja & Patchin, 2012).  Schools with a positive climate encourage the development 
of strong social bonds between staff and students, which are “extremely powerful in their 
ability to determine beliefs and behaviors” (Hinduja & Patchin, 2012, p. 21).  
Culture, Curriculum, and Stakeholder Engagement 
 Culture is often understood as something that occurs either at home or at school, 
rather than as something dynamic that encompasses these two aspects of life as a whole 
(Fraise & Brooks, 2015).  Furthermore, “culturally relevant pedagogy” assumes that 
knowledge is “co-constructed by leaders, educators, students, and community members 
and that culture shapes instruction and curricula, both formally and informally” (Fraise & 
Brooks, 2015, p. 16).  Curriculum should help students gain a strong sense of personal 
and group identity, provide balanced historical perspectives, build vision for the future, 
and provide academic and intellectual preparation (Hollins, 2008).  A culture of thinking 
is created through the language of thinking, community, identity, initiative, mindfulness, 
praise and feedback, and listening (Ritchhart, 2015).  A culture of intellectual freedom, 
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achieved through “equitable access and freedom of experience,” (Stripling, 2015, p. 16) 
empowers individuals and schools to grow and change.  Cultures of thinking energize, 
uplift, build community, and allow members to reach their potential (Ritchhart, 2015). 
However, it is unclear whether districts are training teachers and principals appropriately 
and ethically to analyze data in order to inform these instructional decisions and practices 
(DeMatthews, 2014).  Ritchhart (2015) asserts that  
perhaps nothing speaks louder about the culture of a classroom than the 
interactions that take place it in… Listening and questioning are the basis for 
positive classroom interaction that can, in turn, shape meaningful collaboration, 
which can then build a culture of thinking. (p. 9)   
Additionally, 15 principals, especially those who head urban schools, argued in a 
recent study that the “competitive atmosphere in the current era of imposed standards and 
accountability is a factor that inhibits a culture of inquiry-learning” (Schechter, 2011, p. 
2443).  When cultures of thinking are achieved, however, the results are profound; 
research suggests that our habits of perception and thinking drive creativity more than 
some mysterious genetic trait - the power to be creative “largely relies on three core 
components: perception, intellection (thinking), and expression” (Owens, 2012, p. 78). 
Desravines et al. (2016) identify the three key “levers” needed to build positive and 
productive school cultures as shared mission and values; building and maintaining 
meaningful relationships among teachers and staff; and purposefully engaging families 
and communities. 
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Assessing School Culture 
 Randle-Robbins (2016) identifies several factors that create and affect a school’s 
culture: 
 How discipline is handled; 
 How classrooms are managed; 
 How teachers view their jobs; 
 How students enter the building in the morning; 
 How students walk the hallways; 
 How teachers address students; 
 The appearance of classrooms, hallways, and lunchrooms (2016, p. 58).  
Gruenert and Whitaker’s (2015) School Culture Survey is designed to be administered to 
teachers in a school to get a sense of how collaborative their culture is.  Additionally, 
Gruenert and Whitaker’s Who Owns What? survey enables a school’s staff members to 
identify elements of ownership related to the school’s culture.  
School Culture Leadership and Cultural Change 
Savory’s (2014) study found that another common element that defined a positive 
school culture and was embraced as a critical focus of the shared vision was a pervasive 
attitude of continuous growth and improvement.  Achieving this goal required a 
“visionary leader who self-articulated a focused direction for the school” (Savory, 2014, 
p. 178).  Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) explain that “culture is not some mystical power 
that thrives on superstition; the locus of control is within the scope of leadership” (p. 
111).  M. Fullan (2014) urges that, in order to increase impact, principals should “direct 
their energies to developing the group… creating a collective culture of efficacy” (p. 55).  
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A study on leadership and culture discovered that there is a strong positive linear 
correlation between leadership style and culture, which includes democratic or shared 
leadership qualities coupled with team building (Smart, 2016).  Custodio (2014) cautions 
that part of school culture is how effective the school is toward student achievement; 
therefore, continuous change in leadership can negatively affect school culture.  
Qualitative and quantitative data collected in a 2014 study supported the need for district 
administration, new principals, and stakeholders to be patient during the process of a new 
leader entering a school site and working to build a positive culture (Custodio, 2014).  
The two most influential and important groups to school culture within a school’s 
staff are the believers and the fundamentalists; the fundamentalists “pose the biggest and 
most critical challenge to schools seeking to create a healthy culture” (Muhammed, 2009, 
p. 61) as their “political stance is rooted in their perception that change is the enemy” 
(Muhammed, 2009, p. 81).  Leaders should look for positive deviants within their 
organization; these are the individuals who are outliers, deviate from the norm in a 
positive way, succeed against all odds, and look at vital behaviors that set them apart 
from the pack (Lassiter, 2012).  MacDonald (2011) warns that “it takes skills to recognize 
the signs of a dysfunctional culture and courage to respond in ways that will lead to 
incremental shifts in thinking and behavior” (p. 51).  
The key difference between positive cultures and toxic cultures is that, within 
positive cultures, educators believe that all students can learn and achieve and they create 
policies and practices to support this idea, whereas, in toxic cultures, teachers are often in 
a state of conflict, the staff does not believe all students can learn, and a generally 
negative attitude permeates the staff (Muhammed, 2009, p. 13).  The primary problem in 
57 
 
a toxic culture is an “inability to properly respond to challenges and adversity; educators 
in such a culture become stagnant, and their stagnation can be the catalyst for regression” 
(Muhammed, 2009, p. 83).  Additionally, schools that have “negative, toxic cultures 
might find themselves with false collegiality, which can be described as collegiality that 
is controlled by administration” (Alexander, 2012, p. 21).  Toxic cultures blame students 
for their lack of progress and discourage collaboration among staff; positive cultures, on 
the other hand, celebrate successes, emphasize accomplishments and collaboration, and 
foster commitment to staff and student learning (Kunjufu, 2013, p. 24).  
A recent study recognized that, nationally, stakeholders and lawmakers for the 
education field should mandate states to have a system in place for developing school 
culture (Smart, 2016, p. 84).  However, Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) caution that 
“rewiring school culture is like turning around an ocean liner - it takes a long time” (p. 
141).  Additionally, “cultivating a harmonious school culture” needs to be done as a 
“whole-school approach, ranging from the individual student level, to the class level, to 
the school-wide program level” (Hui et al., 2011, p. 11).  Several key leverage points are 
identified in regard to shifting a school’s culture: (a) the start of the school year; (b) a 
new principal; (c) natural shifts in the calendar year; (d) holidays; (e) awards and 
recognition; (f) test scores; (g) outside directives; (h) first or one-time events, crises, or 
loss of life; and (i) grants or outside recognition (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, pp. 135-
144).  Additionally, the state of a school’s culture before a reform effort begins is a 
highly important consideration when determining the method needed to affect change 
(Moore, 2014, p. 8).  Of course, the concept of school culture is not new, but what is new 
is that “specific cultural shifts have been found to have transformative power in achieving 
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results” (Robbins, 2015, p. 114).  Making real cultural shifts is challenging, messy, 
unpredictable, and often uncomfortable (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 121-123).  
Organizations 
Organizational Development 
 P. Lencioni (2012) identifies six critical questions within any organization: 
1. Why do we exist? 
2. How do we behave? 
3. What do we do? 
4. How will we succeed? 
5. What is most important, right now? 
6. Who must do what? (p. 77). 
Every organization, in order to develop a sense of alignment and focus, must 
develop a “single, top priority within a given period of time” (P. Lencioni, 2012, p. 120).  
In fact, defining standards for the organization and adopting universally-adapted phases 
to maintain those standards creates a “strong sense of community” (Boyte, 2015, p. 69). 
Research shows that the mission and vision of an organization must be a point of 
reference that everything is checked against to ensure it is valid for the organization’s 
achievement of goals (Watkins, 2012, p. 98).  The set of fundamental values and beliefs 
that members of a group share, which guide their behavior, compose the group culture. 
The culture of an organization impacts the state of being of its employees, in terms of 
their morale, and sets the tone for people’s emotional experiences at work (D. Anderson 
& Anderson, 2010).  Ultimately, the organizational culture determines the level to which 
the organization walks the talk of its espoused values (D. Anderson & Anderson, 2010).  
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 Denning (2011) identifies the three basic tenets of a “genuinely ethical 
community: trust, loyalty, and solidarity” (pp. 132-133).  In fact, both hope and 
compassion within an organization create personal resonance and influence group and 
organizational climate, inspiring others to “reach for collective goals and support one 
another along the way” (McKee et al., 2008, p. 39).  Great organizations become great 
because the people inside the organization feel protected; this strong sense of culture 
creates a sense of belonging and acts like a net (S. Sinek, 2009).  S. Sinek (2009) argues 
that  
when people come to work knowing that their bosses, colleagues, and the 
organization as a whole will look out for them…. [the result is] reciprocal 
behavior -- individual decisions, efforts, and behaviors that support, benefit, and 
protect the long-term interests of the organization as a whole. (p. 65) 
Organizational Environments 
 The traditional approach to organizational studies views organizational systems as 
“abstract constructs of elements such as division of labor, roles, hierarchy of authority, 
information channels, and coordination mechanisms” (Tubin, 2015, p. 642).  However, 
organizations exist within environmental contexts, including social, technological, 
economic, environmental, and political forces (Chermack, 2011).  T. Whitaker and 
Breaux (2013) contend that “our living and working spaces say a lot to others about who 
we are as people… students within a school environment pick up on these subtleties, 
though not usually on a conscious level” (pp. 106-107).  The physical environment is 
regarded as the “body language” of the organization, “conveying its values and key 
messages even in the absence of its inhabitants” (Ritchhart, 2015, p. 227).  This “body 
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language influences how individuals interact, their behaviors, and their performance” 
(Ritchhart, 2015, p. 227).  
Organizational Growth and Learning 
 Organization learning and growth “requires a method, system, or leadership style 
that navigates the internal and external pressures that are out of local control” (Doleysh, 
2015, p. 208).  Organizational development, at its core, is the “process of measuring 
organizational effectiveness and facilitating personal and organizational change through 
the use of interventions driven by social and behavioral science knowledge” (D. L. 
Anderson, 2015, p. 3).  In order for organizations to become “effective, productive, and 
satisfying to members,” (D. L. Anderson, 2015, p. 3) they must change.  The five 
disciplines of organizational learning which contribute to this change effort are (a) 
personal mastery, (b) shared vision, (c) mental models, (d) team learning, and (e) systems 
thinking (Senge, 2012).  Organizations cannot grow and develop, however, without 
fundamental components of organizational health. 
Organizational Health 
 P. Lencioni (2000) insists that “the healthiest organizations identify a small set of 
values that are particularly fundamental to their culture, and adhere to those values 
without exception” (p. 157).  Building and sustaining organizational health involves four 
disciplines: 
 Build/maintain a cohesive leadership team; 
 Create organizational clarity; 
 Over-communicate organizational clarity;  
 Reinforce organizational clarity through human systems (P. Lencioni, 2000). 
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The single greatest advantage any organization can achieve is organizational 
health; organizations are healthy when they are “whole, consistent, and complete -- 
management, operations, strategy and culture fit together and make sense” (P. Lencioni, 
2012, p. 5).  An organization that is healthy inevitably get smarter over time because 
people in a healthy organization, starting with the leaders, “learn from one another, 
identify critical issues, and recover quickly from mistakes” (P. Lencioni, 2012, p. 9). 
Ultimately, the single biggest factor determining whether an organization is going to get 
healthier or not is the “genuine commitment and active involvement of the person in 
charge” (P. Lencioni, 2012, p. 191).  
Job Satisfaction and Employee Motivation Factors 
 During the Industrial Revolution, motivation in the workplace was initially 
determined to depend on salary and work hours (Bressler, 2012).  Many leaders even 
today convince themselves that employees are motivated by money; as a result, they 
“discount the impact of authentic and specific expressions of appreciation” (P. Lencioni, 
2012, p. 167).  Kimsey-House, Whitworth, Sandahl, & Kimsey-House (2011), identify 
the Wheel of Life, which represents human fulfillment factors as follows: (a) physical 
environment, (b) career, (c) money, (d) health, (e) family and friends, (f) romance, (g) 
personal growth, and (h) fun and recreation.  All over the world, people want to work for 
and contribute to the success of an organization with leaders whose values and practices 
they respect (Crowley, 2011).  Employees want to work for a “trustworthy and 
empowering boss” (Crowley, 2011, p. 22) who genuinely cares about them and ensures 
they are given opportunities to “develop and stretch their capabilities” (Crowley, 2011, p. 
22).  Hearing that one’s work is valued by others can confirm for employees that they 
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matter as people; it connects them to other people, which is “no small matter in 
organizations where the pace and intensity of work can lead a person to feel isolated” 
(Kegan & Lahey, 2001, p. 92).  
 DeRosa’s (2010) study findings indicate that alignment between individual goals, 
team goals, and broader organizational goals is an important component of engagement 
and motivation for employees.  Patterson (2012) cites the myth that “organizational 
productivity and performance are simply about policies, processes, structures, or 
systems” (p. 13) and contends, instead, that “it is really about employee behavior” (p. 
13).  M. Gladwell (2008) furthers this notion by stating that “hard work is a prison 
sentence only if it does not have meaning” (p. 41).  In fact, the “quest for individual 
meaning and purpose has hit a critical mass” (Crowley, 2011, p. 57) employees are 
seeking personal fulfillment from their work and require a much greater sense of well-
being than ever before in order to thrive in a work environment.  M. Gladwell (2008) 
identifies the three qualities needed in order for work to be satisfying: autonomy, 
complexity, and connection between effort and reward.  
 Pink (2009) urges that organizational leaders must “concentrate on building a 
healthy, long-term motivational environment that fosters autonomy, mastery and 
purpose” (p. 67) for employees.  In contrast, the opposite of autonomy is control; as the 
two states “sit at different poles of the behavioral compass” (Pink, 2009, p 108) and 
“point us toward different destinations. Control leads to compliance, whereas autonomy 
leads to engagement” (Pink, 2009, p 108).  Employees must understand what standard of 
performance the leader expects and also know that meeting these standards will be met 
with praise (Crowley, 2011).  It is also noted that the “meaning and importance of 
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recognition to people is fully diluted when it is not fully earned” (Crowley, 2011, pp. 
123-124).  Science shows that the secret to high performance is not our biological drive 
or our reward-and-punishment drive, but our “third drive - our deep-seated desire to 
direct our own lives, to extend and expand our abilities, and to make a contribution” 
(Pink, 2009, pp. 144-145).  
 The motivational “flaws” of carrot-and-stick motivators result in the following: 
 “diminishing performance; 
 crushing creativity; 
 crowding out good behavior; 
 encouraging cheating, shortcuts, and unethical behavior; 
 becoming addictive; and 
 fostering short-term thinking” (Pink, 2009, p. 57).  
In fact, S. Sinek (2014) explains that the brain contains chemicals that are selfless 
in addition to those which are selfish.  Selfish chemicals, such as endorphins and 
dopamine, create physical pain and the feeling of satisfaction in accomplishing a task, 
respectively.  Selfless chemicals, like serotonin and oxytocin, create feelings of pride, 
friendship, love, and deep trust (S. Sinek, 2014).  
 School leaders can address these employee motivational factors in myriad ways. 
The most effective strategy for facilitating a positive work environment, as identified by 
expert panel members, is “providing opportunities for growing the team. 73% of panel 
members overwhelmingly identified providing a variety of opportunities for teachers to 
contribute” (Saucedo, 2014, p. 100) as the most profound strategy for implementing 
opportunities for teachers to be a part of school-wide decision making.  A study of 
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schools with high innovation, low employee turnover, and improved test scores found 
that these schools have principals who demonstrate authentic leadership behaviors and 
teachers with higher levels of job satisfaction (Sinclair, 2010).  In fact, secondary 
principals who demonstrate authentic leadership behavior have a tendency to have more 
teachers who possess feelings of job satisfaction (Sinclair, 2010).  
Leadership 
 Leadership is defined by Chermack (2011) as “a complex phenomenon concerned 
with how decision makers move organizations forward and inspire people around them” 
(p. 53).  Leaders drive “virtually all aspects of organizational life, including policy, 
human resource practices, structure, compensation, among many, many others” 
(Chermack, 2011, p. 53).  Beaudoin (2004) argues that what makes good leaders is “not 
so much what they accomplish, but how they make people feel” (p. 132).  Maxwell 
(2011) identifies five levels of leaders as follows: 
1. Position: People follow this leader because they have no other choice. 
2. Permission: People want to follow this leader. 
3. Production: People follow because of what this leader has done for the 
organization. 
4. People development: People follow because of what this leader has done for 
them. 
5. Pinnacle: People follow this leader because of who he or she is and what he or 
she represents. (p. 6) 
Similarly, Combs et al. (2013) describe the difference between positional 
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and personal power in that positional power is granted by official roles and 
responsibilities of the leader’s position and personal power is earned through the use of 
personality, charisma, relationships, connections, knowledge and expertise.  Along these 
lines, management is differentiated from leadership in that management focuses on how 
to accomplish certain things while leadership focuses on what to accomplish (Covey, 
1989).  A 2015 study shows that transformational leaders make connections with 
stakeholders through the theme of servant leadership, which is a willingness to make the 
effort to connect with others on behalf of their organization (Hankins, 2015).  T. L. 
Robinson (2011) identifies three key leadership capabilities: applying relevant 
knowledge; solving complex problems; and building relational trust.  Maxwell (2011) 
explains that “all great leaders value people” and “lift the value bar in their 
organizations” (p. 91).  As a result of this reality, “people do not give their best to leaders 
they like least.  They give reluctant compliance, not commitment.  They may give their 
hands but certainly not their heads or hearts” (Maxwell, 2011, p. 61).  Kirtman (2014) 
explains that a competent leader does the following: challenges the status quo; builds 
trust through clear communication and expectations; creates a commonly owned plan for 
success; focuses on the team over the self; has a sense of urgency for sustaining results; 
and builds external networks and partnerships.  Additionally, great leaders “reflect 
deeply, take risks, and inspire trust” (McKee et al., 2008, p. 13).  
 Effective leaders engage in the following actions on a regular basis: mobilizing 
energy in people; inspiring and motivating through hope, vision, meaning, and purpose; 
and increasing productivity through releasing people’s talent, creativity, and resilience 
(McKee et al., 2008).  Senge (2004) asserts that, “when people in leadership positions 
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begin to serve a vision infused with a larger purpose, their work shifts naturally from 
producing results to encouraging the growth of people who produce results” (p. 141). 
Visionary leadership incorporates 12 core principles: 
 Speak to inspire; 
 Connect staff with a vision; 
 Support the staff with “little things;” 
 Know how to delegate; 
 Create “buy-in;” 
 Be proactive and take chances; 
 Initiate crucial and difficult conversations; 
 Pay attention to detail; 
 Model positive behavior; 
 Be visible and hands-on; 
 Market your organization; and 
 Set up small victories and quick wins. (Randle-Robbins, 2016, pp. 6-20) 
In fact, effective leaders are known to go to enormous lengths to create a viable 
mission, which represents “a shared commitment to which there is the widest possible 
assent” (Kegan & Lahey, 2001, p. 61).  Visionary leaders, who build the organization, are 
referred to as clock builders as the organization is the ticking clock; in contrast, leaders 
who have a great idea or lead by relying on their own charisma are regarded as time 
tellers (Collins & Porras, 2002).  Crowley (2011) recognizes that leaders with an 
abundance mentality fully understand that they are expanded when they help others to 
grow and achieve.  Leaders can effectively lead as talent managers, who maintain a sharp 
67 
 
focus on recruiting, supporting, and retaining strong employees, helping their employees 
grow, and building a culture of collaboration, continuous improvement, and shared 
leadership (Desravines et al., 2016).  Combs et al. (2013) add that “recognizing talent is 
like being the flashlight that illuminates the good, the positive, and the enduring strengths 
in others” (p. 153).  Additionally, leaders, when confronted with a potentially negative 
situation, must “choose to believe that people are trying their best and want to do a good 
job” (Combs et al., 2013, p. 84).  S. Sinek (2009) contends that “the role of a leader is not 
to come up with all the great ideas.  The role of a leader is to create an environment in 
which great ideas can happen” (p. 99). 
 Leaders who are succeeding in maximizing worker productivity have discovered 
that making employees feel valued and cared for is the most powerful way, by far, to 
motivate their achievement (Crowley, 2011).  Similarly, a facilitative leader helps groups 
and individuals become more effective through building their capacity to reflect on and 
improve the way they work (Schwarz, 2002, p. 327).  Along these lines, “authentic 
leaders know the way and show the way to productivity by delivering results and leading 
by example” (Maxwell, 2011, p. 135).  One of the primary responsibilities of a leader is 
to help keep the people he or she leads focused on what is positive in the work 
environment, as this is what increases productivity (T. Whitaker & Breaux, 2013, p. 162). 
Leaders, in fact, must recognize the “critical component” of human motivation and move 
away from “carrot-and-stick accountability plans” (Lassiter, 2012, p. 13).  Leaders who 
utilize inspirational appeal do so in an attempt to develop enthusiasm and commitment by 
“arousing strong emotions and linking a requirement or proposal to a person’s needs, 
values, hopes, and ideals” (DeRosa, 2010, p. 119).  Similarly, resonant leaders are 
68 
 
described as those who are “committed to personal values; face reality with courage and 
creativity; lead with hope and optimism; and use emotion, vision, and relationships to 
move people” (McKee et al., 2008, p. 2).  
 Another important leadership value is that of honoring people’s dignity, which is 
seen as the “easiest and fastest way to bring out the best” (Hicks & Tutu, 2011, p. 67) in 
people.  The 10 essential elements of dignity are noted to include:  
 Acceptance of identity;  
 Inclusion;  
 Safety;  
 Acknowledgement;  
 Recognition;  
 Fairness;  
 Benefit of the doubt;  
 Understanding;  
 Independence; and  
 Accountability (Hicks & Tutu, 2011).  
Similarly, ethical leadership is described as necessary and “not removed from  
the conducting of daily routines” (DeMatthews, 2014, p. 29).  Beaudoin (2004) echoes 
this sentiment in acknowledging that “leaders should be persons of their word, returning 
phone calls promptly, following through with agreements, being accountable, and taking 
necessary actions” (p. 136).  B. Brown (2015) adds an additional element to this 
leadership picture - that of vulnerability, which is defined as not winning or losing but 
rather “having the courage to show up and be seen when we have no control over the 
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outcome.  Vulnerability is not weakness; it is our greatest measure of courage” (p. 4).  It 
is noted that “when leaders embrace the opportunity to lead with heart, healthy 
relationships unfold within the community” (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2016, p. 14).  Leaders 
can go about making others feel comfortable by being observant, setting them at ease, 
asking questions that indicate interest, and being authentic (Combs et al., 2013).  Through 
these actions, leaders demonstrate empathy by giving of themselves in “being present for 
someone else” (Combs et al., 2013, p. 67).  Effective leaders engage “not only in 
empathy, but also in its fraternal twin of perspective-taking, which is the cognitive 
capacity that leads to the emotional response of empathy; both are crucial for leaders to 
demonstrate” (Pink, 2012, p. 71).  Patterson (2012) agrees in acknowledging the key 
leadership skill related to the “capacity to skillfully address emotionally and politically 
risky issues” (p. 10).  In the end, treating everyone well “validates the good, reasonable, 
productive people and makes the irresponsible, lazy, unpleasant people feel 
uncomfortable” (T. Whitaker, 2012, p. 34). Similarly, a “playful attitude has been 
suggested as a business skill, leading to high emotional intelligence with many favorable 
side effects in the coming conceptual age” (Chermack, 2011, p. 162).  Indeed, high-trust 
leaders know that “many eyes are watching them and will choose their words and 
reactions carefully” (Combs et al., 2013, p. 72).  
Shared Leadership 
 Research is clear that stand-alone leadership does not lead to teamwork, 
creativity, collaboration or high achievement (Maxwell, 2011).  In fact, a “solitary leader 
with a singular vision imposed upon subordinates” (Boyte, 2015, p. 59) may have been 
the norm in the past, but that model has “no place in today’s school culture” (Boyte, 
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2015, p. 59).  Additionally, leaders who function in isolation are susceptible to high 
turnover rates themselves (McCormick, 2016).  A model of distributed leadership 
employs an “analytic lens for understanding leadership as a feature of organizations that 
recognizes that leadership practice is the product of the interactions of leaders, followers, 
and their situation” (Kelley & Dikkers, 2016, p. 395).  A study of high school principals 
acknowledges that it is difficult for school leaders to engage their staff members in sitting 
down and thinking about their successes as their natural inclination is to continue in the 
same way as always; this “analytic process requires energy, emotional energy, which is 
something we are short of in our hectic school life” (Schechter, 2011, p. 2436).  Kelley 
and Dikkers (2016) acknowledge that state standards and systems of evaluation typically 
do emphasize the importance of distributed leadership by holding principals accountable 
for developing leadership capacity in others, but “the focus of these systems continues to 
be centered on the knowledge, skills, and dispositions vested in the role of the principal 
as school leader” (p. 343).  
 The research notes that successful school change requires “multiple layers of 
leadership roles,” (Senge, 2012, p. 323) both formal and informal, at the classroom, 
school site, and community levels, which each provide different resources to any 
organizational learning effort.  M. Gladwell (2011) asserts that developing leadership in 
others involves the following: (a) transferring ownership for work to those who execute 
it; (b) creating environments for ownership wherein each person wants to be responsible; 
(c) coaching development of personal capabilities; and (d) learning fast while 
encouraging others to learn quickly as well.  M. Fullan & DuFour (2013) agree that 
“every large-scale success… has been led by people who saw that their main lever for 
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change was to create ever-expanding circles of leaders focused on whole-system reform -
- the process of leaders developing other leaders with focus” (p. 24).  Leaders who are 
multipliers know how to use the intelligence of the people around them; look for talent 
everywhere; maximize the “genius” in others; connect people with opportunities; and 
shine a spotlight on their work (Lassiter, 2012).  Ultimately, results show that high-
performing school environments are only achieved by having “many people observing 
and implementing all phases of the culture and climate in a positive manner” (Watkins, 
2012, p. 97).  Additionally, when the principal empowers teachers through the practice of 
distributed leadership, teachers grow as leaders and change agents, which increases their 
motivation to innovate and problem solve (Moss, 2015). 
Servant Leadership 
 Portner and Collins (2014) explain that servant leadership is what occurs in 
schools “when a principal embraces teacher leadership, puts aside self-interests, and 
fosters followers to achieve objectives beneficial to their career goals” (p. 104).  Research 
indicates that there is a positive correlation between servant leadership and employee job 
satisfaction (Caffey, 2012).  The four constructs of servant leadership are: agape love, 
humility, vision, and empowerment (Caffey, 2012).  The use of servant leadership has the 
potential to create reflective and morally engaging school principals (Boyer, 2012).  By 
listening empathetically, principals in one study demonstrated the ability to be attentive 
to the needs of others, which is regarded as a core component of the servant leadership 
model (Zamperlin, 2012).  Servant leadership is seen as an extension of transformational 
leadership, as the practice of the servant leader may provide guidance in leading public 
schools and addressing the issues of teacher satisfaction and teacher retention (Engelhart, 
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2012).  Additionally, servant leadership gives voice to “latent beliefs about other people 
and their deeper aspirations for themselves” (Pink, 2012, p. 216).  It is, in fact, necessary 
for teachers to feel trusted while working in a positive work environment; teachers enjoy 
job satisfaction when servant leadership qualities are exhibited by their school principal 
(Engelhart, 2012).  Ultimately, “human beings have thrived for fifty thousand years not 
because we are driven to serve ourselves, but because we are inspired to serve others; all 
we need are leaders to give us a good reason to commit ourselves to each other” (S. 
Sinek, 2014, p. 213).  The most transcendent definition of service includes improving 
others’ lives and, in turn, improving the world (Pink, 2012).  
Teacher Leadership 
 Teachers have been shown to gain both job and personal satisfaction as they 
contribute to the development and improvement achieved through changes in their 
schools (Ngotngamwong, 2012).  In fact, there is a significant correlation between 
participative leadership and teacher job satisfaction (Ngotngamwong, 2012).  In contrast, 
researchers caution that pseudo-decision making occurs when individuals give time and 
energy to decisions that have already been made (Combs et al., 2013).  Certain elements 
are required in order to develop effective teacher leadership, which include: (a) an 
environment that encourages and supports collaboration; (b) opportunities during the 
school day for teachers to talk to one another about new strategies learned; and (c) 
opportunities to practice the practical application of new strategies (Saucedo, 2014).  
MacDonald (2011) describes the role of the teacher leader as one who would “unearth 
cultural issues that lie beneath the surface and stand in the way of change” (p. 45).  A 
recent study of teacher leaders notes that they often believe that a lack of time and a lack 
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of support from colleagues and administrators are the greatest barriers to effective teacher 
leadership (Saucedo, 2014).  Ultimately, in this “chaotic realm where communication is 
in a constant state of transformation, the perception that leaders hierarchically control 
their followers has evolved into a new environment where leaders share their power and 
authority with their constituents” (Zamperlin, 2012, p. 113).  
Staff Empowerment 
 M. Fullan (2014) describes the importance of decisional capital in that principals 
must have great decisional capital of their own, but even more of it should “reside in the 
many other individuals and groups that schools comprise” (p. 80); in this circumstance, 
the “professional judgment in the school as a whole becomes more powerful” (M. Fullan, 
p. 80).  Combs et al. (2013) define empowering others as not about sharing power, but 
giving people power to “be creative, take risks, find solutions, and do what needs to be 
done to help establish a positive climate in the school” (p. 124).  The characteristics of 
empowerment include challenge, choice, voice, confidence, and competence (Stripling, 
2015).  Research findings indicate that empowering staff teams is an effective way to 
enhance sustainability (Seheult, 2016).  
The Process of Cultural Change 
 Cultural change must be “relevant to organizational success; made explicit and 
legitimate; include and support personal change; have a champion/leadership modeling; 
engage a critical mass of employees; and ensure all aspects of the organization are 
realigned to the desired culture” (D. Anderson & Anderson, 2010, p. 19).  Drivers of 
change include environmental forces; marketplace requirements for success; business, 
organizational, and cultural imperatives; and leader and employee behavior and mindsets 
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(D. Anderson & Anderson, 2010).  Organizations must consider the right drivers of 
change, which include “capacity building, collaborative effort, pedagogy, and 
systemness” (M. Fullan, 2014, p. 25) as opposed to the “wrong” drivers: “accountability, 
individualistic solutions, technology, and fragmented strategies” (M. Fullan, 2014, p. 25).  
The nature of organizational change and the processes involved are complex in the best 
of circumstances.  The change process itself includes three phases: mobilization, 
implementation, and institutionalization, which may take years to reach (Robbins, 2015).  
M. Fullan and DuFour (2013) note that “effective change involves developing an 
engaging process that draws people into something that the vast majority of the people 
find worthwhile” (p. 33).  Beaudoin and Taylor (2014) further caution that any 
meaningful change must occur “both from the top of the organization down and from the 
bottom of the organization up, simultaneously” (p. 102).  M. Fullan and DuFour (2013) 
further caution regarding the difficulties inherent to true cultural change, noting that it 
necessitates significant adjustments to established practices, tends to create conflict, is 
multi-faceted in nature, incorporates trial and error, and is a never-ending process.  
Furthermore, change is “… not linear.  For some, change brings a sense of loss - loss of 
familiar ways of doing things, established norms -- triggering powerful individual or 
collective emotions” (Robbins, 2015, p. 142).  Ultimately, “adaptive change [requires a] 
fundamental change in the way educators think and feel about their work” (Lassiter, 
2012, p. 78).   
There are numerous difficulties inherent to cultural change, including the 
requiring of significant changes to traditional practices, the creation of conflict, the multi-
faceted nature of the change, the trial and error process involved, and the never-ending 
75 
 
nature of the change process (M. Fullan & DuFour, 2013).  Institutionalizing change is 
benefited by following the leadership strategy of continuous improvement (Moss, 2015). 
M. Fullan and DuFour (2013) describe the differences between structural and cultural 
change in that structural change involves change to “policies, programs, rules, and 
procedures,” (p. 2) all of which can be mandated, while cultural change “requires altering 
long-held assumptions, beliefs, expectations, and habits that represent the norm” (p. 2).  
Muhammed (2009) describes technical change as changes to “tools or mechanisms 
professionals use to do their jobs effectively, such as structure, policies, and teaching 
tools;” (pp. 15-16) cultural change, in contrast, “must precede the technical change” (pp. 
15-16) so that professionals seek the tools they need to accomplish their goal of universal 
student achievement.  Cultural change “cannot be gained through force or coercion” 
(Muhammed, 2009, p. 16) and requires leaders who are “adept at gaining cooperation 
[and are] skilled in diplomacy, salesmanship, patience, endurance, and encouragement” 
(Muhammed, 2009, p. 16).  Cultural change also incorporates knowledge of where the 
organization has been and agreement about where the organization should go in the 
future (Muhammed, 2009).  
People and organizations have limits on the change they can absorb all at once 
and organizational cultures “invariably have virtues as well as faults; the virtues “can 
provide predictability and can be sources of pride” (Watkins, 2013, p. 135).  When 
people are learning something new, they can feel “awkward, incompetent, and even 
foolish” (Senge, 2004, p. 35) and it is easy for them to convince themselves that it is not 
really so important after all to incorporate the new, at which point people often give up. 
This process is referred to as the “psychological immune system” (Senge, 2004, p. 35) at 
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work.  Additionally, change brings new choices that create uncertainty, leading to 
“decision paralysis” (Heath & Heath, 2010, p. 53).  As change requires the expenditure of 
energy, continuing the process of change requires “sustaining energy” (Kimsey-House et 
al, 2011, p. 26).  Kimsey-House et al. (2011) caution that, “particularly in the middle of 
change, when the old way is undone, and the new way not yet embedded, there is a strong 
pull back to the familiar” (p. 26).  Furthermore, cultural legacies are powerful forces that 
have deep roots and long lives; they “persist, generation after generation, virtually intact” 
(M. Gladwell, 2008, p. 91).  
In order to alleviate some of the difficulties of the change process, leaders can 
employ a variety of research-based methods.  McKee et al. (2008) note that “engaging the 
hearts and minds [of employees] unleashes energy, facilitates effective communication, 
and creates interdependent commitment to a change process” (p. 195).  Senge (2012) 
notes that, 
[S]ustainable change in an organization is like the biological growth of any living 
population; in nature, all growth follows the same pattern: starting small, 
accelerating, then gradually growing until ‘full’ adult size is reached.  This pattern 
recurs again and again because it reflects the interplay between forces that 
reinforce growth and the constraints that limit it. (p. 321)  
To assist with this process, leaders can work to build unity of purpose among 
employees, in order to align leadership behaviors with goals to drive change (Crane, 
2012).  
Leaders can further engage people through the use of a “Big Hairy Audacious 
Goal, [which serves to] reach out and grab them in the gut.  It is tangible, energizing, and 
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highly focused. People ‘get it’ right away as it takes little to no explanation” (Collins & 
Porras, 2002, p. 94).  Maxwell (2011) insists that change within an organization is always 
a leadership issue and that the best way to start working as a change agent is to find 
common ground with stakeholders through vision, values, relationships, attitude, and 
communication.  Leaders can also shrink the change into small targets that lead to small 
victories, which can often “trigger a positive spiral of behavior” (Heath & Heath, 2010, p. 
146).  Additionally, it is important to note that, while bureaucratic leaders focus on 
mandated compliance, transformative leaders focus on collaborative opportunities 
(FitzGerald, 2012).  
A study of transformational leaders showed that they use their “deeply-held 
beliefs about empowerment to create a transparent decision-making practice” 
(FitzGerald, 2012, p. 53).  Additionally, there seems to be a strong relationship between 
“transparency in a leader’s decision making and transferability in followers’ willingness 
to tackle new and challenging tasks” (FitzGerald, 2012, p. 53).  The positive emotion of 
pride, which is experienced when one achieves a personal goal, broadens the kinds of 
tasks one contemplates for the future, encouraging a person to pursue even bigger goals 
(Heath & Heath, 2010).  Similarly, the positive emotion of interest broadens what a 
person wants to investigate; when someone is interested, he or she wants to get involved, 
to learn new things, and to tackle new experiences, becoming more open to new ideas 
(Heath & Heath, 2010).  
It is important that mistakes within an organizational change process are regarded 
as part of the learning journey as, in the absence of mistakes, people can restrict 
themselves to learning which is transactional in nature rather than learning that is truly 
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transformational to the organization (Buffam, 2008).  M. Fullan and DuFour (2013) note 
that, 
if we know anything about change, it is that ordering people to change does not 
work, nor does leaving them alone.  Effective change involves developing an 
engaging process that draws people into something that the vast majority of the 
people find worthwhile while the number of skeptics becomes smaller and 
smaller. (p. 33)  
Also, change can really only happen if “all involved have had a chance to reflect 
on the process, articulate their personal position on the issues, experiment with the 
process, and eventually become committed to the idea that it serves their best interests” 
(Beaudoin, 2004, p. 101).  Change agents must maintain awareness of the fallacy of the 
“tyranny of the ‘or,’ through which rational views cannot easily accept paradox [and  
instead embrace] the genius of the ‘and,’ which involves the ability to embrace both 
extremes of a number of dimensions at the same time” (Collins & Porras, 2002, pp.  
43-44).  Similarly, “emphasizing the system or the agent prevents seeing the full 
dynamics [and] … might wrongly convey the idea that the structure and agents operate 
on different levels” (Tubin, 2015, p. 643).  Ackerman-Anderson and Anderson (2010)  
note that change leader accountability exists within four quadrants, ranging from the 
internal to the external and the individual to the collective (p. 15).  The “Four Quadrants 
of Change Leader Accountability,” are demonstrated in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2.The four Quadrants of Change Leader Accountability. Adapted from “The 
Change Leader’s Roadmap: How to Navigate Your Organization’s Transformation,” by 
L. S. Ackerman-Anderson and D. Anderson, 2010, p. 15. Copyright by Pfeiffer. 
 
Trust 
 Stephen Covey, long regarded as an expert on interpersonal relationships and 
dynamics, described trust as the glue of life and “the most essential ingredient in effective 
communication… the fundamental principle that holds all relationships” (as cited in 
Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2016, p. 47).  In fact, research shows that, without trust, teachers 
and students are both unlikely to take the risks that genuine learning entails (Tschannen-
Moran, 2014).  Tschannen-Moran (2014) provides this comprehensive definition of trust, 
“It is the willingness to be vulnerable to another based on the confidence that the other is 
benevolent, honest, open, reliable, and competent” (pp. xi-xii).  One can also view trust 
from the perspective of the inherent “four Cs: competence, care, character, and 
communication” (Combs, Edmonson, & Harris, 2013, pp. 55-56).  Tschannen-Moran 
adds to the conversation the five facets of trust, which encompass benevolence, honesty, 
openness, reliability, and competence.  In order to develop trust, one must align his or her 
actions with words, follow through with commitments, keep confidences, and model 
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these qualities and dispositions for others (Robbins, 2015).  In terms of consistency, the 
emphasis must be on “steadfast commitment to principles” (Combs, Edmonson, & Harris, 
2013, p. 65).  
Some of the factors noted in influencing the development of trust include one’s 
disposition to trust, a person’s values and attitudes, and mood and emotions (Tschannen-
Moran, 2014).  Initial trust is often impacted by institutional supports as well as the 
leader’s reputation (Tschannen-Moran, 2014, pp. 50-52).  Interpersonal trust is built 
based upon personal relationships while task-based trust results from the belief that team 
members will do their jobs (DeRosa, 2010).  Research indicates that people open up 
when they know they are being listened to; in these instances, they expand and have more 
presence.  Additionally, they feel safer and more secure; thereby, trust grows (Kimsey-
House et al., 2011).  Covey (1989) refers to the emotional bank account, which describes 
the amount of trust that is built up in a relationship; deposits include courtesy, kindness, 
honesty, and keeping commitments, and withdrawals occur with disrespect, overreacting, 
ignoring, betraying trust, or threatening (p. 188).  Indeed, the more trust one develops, the 
stronger the relationship becomes; when members of an organization trust the leader, he 
or she is able to gain permission to lead as part of the building process that takes time, 
energy, and intentionality (Maxwell, 2011).  
Combs et al. (2013) note that “high trust provides the platform for change and 
innovation” within an organization (p. xii).  In contrast, low-trust organizations are 
characterized by “questioning of others’ intentions, reluctance to share or be open, only 
doing minimal work, meetings in which participants are passive or uninvolved, an 
environment that is not emotionally safe, or leaders who fixate on small, unimportant 
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problems” (Combs et al., 2013, p. x).  M. Fullan and DuFour (2013) add that a school or 
district characterized by high levels of trust is not one in which any behavior is 
acceptable and people are accountable to no one; a “simultaneous loose and tight culture 
is one that, by definition, demands adherence to certain core values and common 
practices” (p. 58).  Trust builders are characterized as individuals who “go to the source; 
delegate strategically; say ‘thank you’ often; communicate effectively; set high 
expectations; are visible; maintain confidentiality; build consensus; empower others; take 
risks; use humor; and respect everyone” (Combs et al., 2013, p. 14). 
Several barriers exist which complicate the building or maintaining of trust.  
Some of these barriers include: (a) top-down decision-making; (b) ineffective 
communication; (c) lack of follow-through or support; (d) unstable or inadequate school 
funding; (e) failure to remove ineffective teachers or principals; and (f) frequent turnover 
in school leadership (Buffam, 2008).  Low trust cultures are believed to exist when 
people are reluctant to take risks; meetings include a limited exchange of ideas; most 
communication occurs privately or ‘through the grapevine’; people who disagree are cut 
off; group members fear making mistakes; people compete for attention or approval and 
exchange secrets and gossip; individuals keep mistakes, problems, and concerns to 
themselves; and minimal effort is given (Combs et al., 2013).  School leaders can 
unintentionally contribute to the trust busting culture by involving pseudo-decision 
making, ignoring incompetence, reprimanding the group, engaging in ‘drama,’ serving as 
bad role models, leading alone, or expecting perfection (Combs et al., 2013). 
Zamperlin (2012) adds that the “traditional mentality placed trust within a 
hierarchical structure where people looked toward leaders for direction and purpose;” (p. 
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110) however, the newer understanding of trust recognizes that it is “developed in a web-
like manner, whereby it is more organically designed -- communication is transmitted 
and received by multiple sources, often instantaneously” (p. 110).  Desravines et al 
(2016) explain that  
creating a culture of trust means creating a culture that enables all adults to feel 
comfortable learning, growing, and trying new things.  Teachers need to feel that 
they can take risks and that failure is okay as long as they learn from it and 
improve. (p. 240)  
A study on collegial trust found that it sometimes develops when teachers are 
aligned in their negative assumptions about students’ teachability or in the low 
expectations about students’ ability to meet educational expectations (Van Maele & Van 
Houtte, 2011).  Yet students benefit from higher levels of collegial trust when it arises 
from a shared positive belief that students can learn (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2011). 
Ultimately, when there is trust, conflict becomes nothing but the “pursuit of truth, an 
attempt to find the best possible answer” (P. Lencioni, 2012, p. 38).  Additionally, studies 
show that collegiality and motivation to improve are critical elements of a culture of trust 
(Moss, 2015).  Tschannen-Moran (2014) asserts that “trust can no longer be taken for 
granted in schools; it must be conscientiously cultivated and sustained -- and school 
leaders bear the largest responsibility for setting a tone of trust” (pp. 13-14).  
 Defining the characteristics of trustworthy school leaders enables individuals and 
organizations to move toward cultures of trust.  Trustworthy leaders are noted as those 
who engage in visioning, modeling, coaching, managing, and mediating (Tschannen-
Moran, 2014).  A leader’s “ethos -- the personal credibility or faith people have in his or 
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her integrity and competency” (Covey, 1989, p. 255) equates to the trust that leader 
inspires.  A recent study found that school administrators must build trust with the school 
staff and develop support strategies to increase teacher job satisfaction (Trace, 2016).  P. 
Lencioni (2002) explains that “the most important action that leaders must take to 
encourage the building of trust on a team is to demonstrate vulnerability first” (p. 201). 
However, achieving vulnerability-based trust is difficult because, in the course of career 
development and education, most successful people learn to be competitive with their 
peers and protective of their reputations (P. Lencioni, 2002).  
Transparency assists leaders in demonstrating vulnerability and, ultimately, 
building trust.  Combs et al. (2013) note that “being transparent means being candid, 
open, and frank.  When leaders are transparent, their intentions are easy to detect and 
people are more likely to trust them” (p. 78).  Studies show that, when school leaders take 
time to facilitate dialogue about trust with their teachers, they are “engaging in a form of 
team development” (Combs et al., 2013, p. 150).  Additionally, “telling the truth, being 
transparent, and having courage are traits of trustworthy leaders” (Combs et al., 2013, p. 
56).  Of course, even when leaders are well-intentioned, trust might not develop” (Combs 
et al., 2013, p. 55).  Ultimately, “principals and other school leaders need to earn the trust 
of the stakeholders in their school communities if they are to be successful.  They need to 
understand how trust is built and how it is lost” (Tschannen-Moran, 2014).  
Communication 
 Communication is regarded as the “beating heart of school culture” (Sanfelippo & 
Sinanis, 2016, p. 34).  Research shows that humans are biologically drawn to leaders and 
organizations that are good at communicating what they believe; “their ability to make us 
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feel like we belong, to make us feel special, safe, and not alone, is part of what gives 
them the ability to inspire us” (S. Sinek, 2009, p. 55).  S. Sinek (2009) describes the 
theory of the “golden circle” of communication; at the center of organizational 
communication is the why, which is then expanded to the how, and then finally the what 
of the organization.  A 2015 study notes that principals can maintain or increase teacher 
motivation by practicing effective communication with teachers through communicating, 
listening, and demonstrating honesty (Doleysh, 2015).  
 D. Anderson and Anderson (2010) identify five levels of communication within 
an organization: (a) information sharing, (b) building understanding, (c) identifying 
implications, (d) gaining commitment, and (e) altering behavior.  Leaders often confuse 
the mere transfer of information to an audience with the audience’s ability to 
“understand, internalize, and embrace the message that is being communicated.  The only 
way for people to embrace a message is to hear it over a period of time, in a variety of 
different situations, and preferably from different people” (P. Lencioni, 2012, p. 142).  
Additionally, leaders should note that “communicating who you are is of vital importance 
in transformational leadership because it transforms followers’ self-concepts and links 
their identity with that of the organization” (Denning, 2011, p. 107).  
 Research in speech communication has begun to clarify why stories are effective 
in stimulating responses from listeners (Denning, 2011).  Stories “excite the imagination 
of the listener and create consecutive states of tension (puzzlement and recoil) and 
tension release (insight and resolution)” (Denning, 2011, p. 37).  An important feature in 
high-performing schools is the triangulation of communication between teachers, 
students, and parents as educational stakeholders (Zamperlin, 2012). 
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Additionally, empathic listening enhances organizational trust through “seeking 
first to understand” (Covey, 1989, p. 239) the perspectives of others and “then to be 
understood” (Covey, 1989, p. 239).  Zamperlin (2012) further suggests that “a school 
based upon listening can create a vision for a thinking system where the structure of the 
organization is based upon the interrelationships among all key constituents within the 
school” (p. 109).  Study findings regarding school leaders and communication also note 
the critical elements of communication as responsiveness and follow-up (DeRosa, 2010). 
The skill of giving and receiving feedback is necessary for effective collaboration, 
personal and interpersonal skills, and team building (Ezaki, 2015).  Sanfelippo and 
Sinanis (2016) agree that “great leaders provide authentic feedback to their groups in 
both formal and informal capacities” (p. 59).  These elements of communication coalesce 
to enhance an organization’s ability to implement and sustain change within a trusting, 
empowered environment. 
Celebration and Appreciation 
 A recent study of teachers showed that 49% of the participants noted a 
relationship between the feeling of being valued and appreciated by their peers, parents, 
and administrators as a link to their motivation to teach (O’Connell, 2014).  In fact, 
positive school cultures consistently celebrate the things the school values, both planned 
and impromptu, through authentic, genuine recognition (Muhammed, 2009).  
Celebrations within a school environment “add zest to the climate of the school and serve 
as motivators to organizational members -- if the celebrations have meaning” (Robbins, 
2015, p. 118).  Ideal systems allow appreciation “for everyone and by everyone;” 
(Beaudoin, 2004, p. 123) in fact, the student population is an “enormous pool of 
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appreciation untapped” (Beaudoin, 2004, p. 123) by most schools.  Beaudoin (2004) 
further notes that “sharing appreciation is a process of the genuine expression of 
gratefulness without the intention to alter the recipient’s behavior in any way” (p. 122). 
Turning over the responsibility of recognition to the staff “forces them to look for 
positive attributes in colleagues,” [which] “subtly changes the norm” (Muhammed, 2009, 
p. 107).  M. Fullan and DuFour (2013) contend that it is imperative that a culture of 
continuous improvement be balanced by a culture committed to the “identification and 
celebration of small wins all along the journey” (p. 61).  
Collaborative Culture and the Relationships within Schools 
 M. Fullan (2014) explains that “schools that invest in both human and social 
capital and make them interact build the resources required for schoolwide success” (p. 
73).  Collegial trust is defined as the focus on teachers working together, establishing 
trust, and valuing one another’s ideas (Rossall, 2015).  Cohesion is regarded as the “glue 
that holds a group together, helping members stay aligned and cooperative according to 
the spoken and unspoken rules of their culture” (Owens, 2012, p. 70).  O’Connell (2014) 
explains that the ability to influence and create meaningful relationships with others 
creates a positive learning school climate for all stakeholders.  Parkhouse and White 
(2013) agree, in that: 
[R]elationships are so key -- they are the transmission system for the school’s 
values.  Students talk to one another, educators interact with peers… parents and 
community members enter the mix when they all start talking and doing some 
part of life together.  They interchange the values system of the school. (p. 135)  
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Ritchhart (2015) contends that interactions “knit together the social fabric that 
binds individuals in communities… and help define the emotional climate, tone, and 
ethos of a place” (p. 199).  
Staff Relationships 
 Harvey and Drolet (2004) explain that, when people have energy, enthusiasm, 
drive, and passion, all of the other resources are expanded, as people with energy can do 
more and “achieve greater heights than those who lack excitement and commitment and 
fervor” (p. 8).  A study of 661 teachers found that many teachers were actually resistant 
to working with other staff members for fear of losing control or power in the way their 
classes are organized and conducted (Watkins, 2012).  Contributing to this issue, whether 
individuals are conscious of it or not, the human need to gain status, or avoid losing it, is 
a “prime driver of our behavior in groups” (Owens, 2012, p. 62).  Another study found 
that the most frequently mentioned problems in school staff cultures related to gossip, 
problem-saturated conversations, cliques, the “us-versus-them” attitude, resentment and 
negativity, scarcity of time and a feeling of being rushed, and competition (Beaudoin, 
2004).  Additionally, in many schools, a “culture of nice” exists as the “underlying 
culture that inhibits the team from reaching a level of rigorous collaborative discourse 
where teachers are challenging each other’s and their own thinking, beliefs, assumptions, 
and practice” (MacDonald, 2011, p. 45). 
 Boyte (2015) recognizes that, particularly at the high school level, many schools 
operate as “commuter schools” (p. 71) where the staff is regarded; they have “capable, 
caring staff  members who are each doing a great job but have little to no connection with 
any faculty or staff members at their schools” (p. 71).  And yet, it is a “simple and 
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magical fact” (Boyte, 2015, p. 71) that simply eating a meal together has a bonding effect 
when it comes to staff members.  Additionally, the ability to play is critical, not only to 
personal happiness, but also to “sustaining social relationships and being a creative, 
innovative person” (S. L. Brown & Vaughan, 2009, p. 6).  Indeed, a “collegial 
atmosphere, authentic relationships, and a high level of involvement of teachers in 
decision making all play a role in promoting faculty members’ trust in colleagues” 
(Tschannen-Moran, 2014, p. 128).  A 2012 study found that forming relationships with 
colleagues seemed to make the participants feel valued, both as friends and as recipients 
of friendship, as well as helping them establish or maintain their own identities within the 
organization (Childs, 2012, pp. 78-79).  In another case study, the positive personal 
relationships which had been formed among the staff members within a school caused the 
employees to consider themselves a family (Childs, 2012, p. 84).  
Principal/Staff Relationships 
 Senge (2012) explains that “if you want to improve a school system, before you 
change the rules, you must look first to the ways that people think and interact together” 
(p. 25).  Without this emphasis, the “new policies and organizational structures will 
simply fade away and the organization will revert, over time, to the way it was before” 
(Senge, 2012, p. 25).  One study shows that principals should invest time in facilitating 
the growth of rapport among their teachers (McKinney et al., 2015).  Principals, 
additionally, should aim to increase interpersonal interactions with their teachers, which 
increases their level of approachability, which in turn will give the principal an authentic 
view of what the culture is like (Smart 2016).  A McKinney et al. (2015) study identifies 
a correlation between teacher rapport with the principal and a principal “modeling the 
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way, inspiring a shared vision, challenging the process, enabling others to act, and 
encouraging the heart” (p. 161).  Research also shows that the lack of healthy 
relationships between bosses and their subordinates has real consequences, including 
employees feeling unappreciated and undervalued, making them less engaged, less 
productive, and far less willing to show initiative by taking on additional tasks (Crowley, 
2011).  Savory (2014) found that vulnerable relationships emerged as an important school 
culture characteristic in principals’ relationships with faculty, staff, students, and parents.  
Sanfelippo and Sinanis (2016) assert that a school leader builds culture “every time you 
walk down the hallway, every time you bend down to help a student tie a shoe, every 
time you walk into a classroom to have a heartfelt conversations with a staff member” (p. 
56).  
Teacher/Student Relationships 
 The relationships between teachers and students are another important aspect of 
the culture that exists on any school campus.  Certainly, teaching feels like a contest of 
popularity in that, “if the students don’t like the teacher, then it is quite likely they will 
not learn from that teacher.   This is why the relationships teachers establish with their 
students, good or bad, affect the amount of learning that occurs” (T. Whitaker & Breaux, 
2013, pp. 152-153).  Additionally, students’ attitudes and demeanor in the classroom 
often mirror those of the teacher (T. Whitaker & Breaux, 2013).  Ultimately, students 
who believe their teacher cares about them are more likely to behave appropriately than 
students who do not believe that their teacher cares about them (T. Whitaker & Breaux, 
2013).  Research documents the importance of personal connections between students 
and the adults in their schools; “when you talk to successful students, you are likely to 
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hear similar reasons for their success, typically including a teacher, counselor, coach, 
band director, or principal who cared about, supported, and challenged them” (Barr, 
2013, p. 88).  Muhammed (2009) identifies positive pressure as a “collection of 
unrelenting responses to students’ underperformance and apathy [through which a] 
teacher simply does not allow the student to fail” (p. 37).  Hui et al. (2011) agree that 
supportive teacher-student relationships will encourage students to seek help.  These 
relational factors between staff and students are particularly important at the high school 
level, when adolescents are seeking connections outside of their families. 
Dealing with Conflict and Silos 
 Relationships among staff members within a school can be threatened in a variety 
of ways.  Patterson (2012) notes that, when people are faced with pressure and strong 
opinions, they often stop worrying about the goal and start looking for ways to “win, 
punish, or keep the peace” (p. 38).  However,  
you cannot brush aside difficult topics for fear of creating conflict or tension. 
Instead, you need to cultivate relationships that will allow you and your staff to 
support one another, and, when necessary, respectfully wrestle with challenging 
issues that ultimately lead to school improvement. (Desravines et al., 2016, p. 
241)  
P. Lencioni (2012) explains that, at the “heart of vulnerability lies the willingness 
of people to abandon their pride and their fear, to sacrifice their egos for the collective 
good of the team” (p. 28).  P. Lencioni (2004) further recommends that teams engage in 
mining for conflict, which involves seeking out and uncovering important issues about 
which team members do not agree.  Often, our “sensitivity and vulnerability to being 
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injured by others and our ability to injure them… set us up for struggles in our 
relationships” (Hicks & Tutu, 2011, p. 120).  Additionally, most leaders tend to go out of 
their way to “eliminate or minimize drama and avoid the healthy conflict that results from 
it, which only drains the interest of employees” (P. Lencioni, 2004, p. 229).  Harvey and 
Drolet (2006) explain that “all vital families have conflicts, as do all vital corporations, 
schools, colleges, and hospitals.  Where there are creative, excited people, conflicts arise” 
(p. 24).  
 P. Lencioni (2006) explains that silos rise up “not because of what executives are 
doing purposefully but rather because of what they are failing to do: provide themselves 
and their employees with a compelling context for working together” (p. 176).  Silo 
leaders “often avoid authority and rules or, more likely, find unique ways to bypass 
regulations in order to execute their vision; they are dedicated to their singular cause, but 
often, not to the greater cause” (Boyte, 2015, pp. 19-20).  P. Lencioni (2006) outlines the 
model for combatting silos, which includes: a thematic goal (rallying cry shared by all 
members); a set of defining objectives; and a set of on-going standard operating 
objectives and metrics.  Embracing conflict and combating silos through intentional 
leadership practices is shown in the research to enhance collegiality, trust, and the 
capacity for organizational change. 
Emotional Intelligence and Collaborative Culture 
Bradberry and Greaves (2009) define emotional intelligence as one’s “ability to 
recognize and understand emotions in yourself and others, and your ability to use this 
awareness to manage your behavior and relationships” (p. 17).  Schwarz (2002) explains 
that “people are increasingly coming to value emotional intelligence as a key element in 
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the workplace” (p. 247) and contends that “organizational leaders are realizing that, if a 
group does not deal with emotion productively, it negatively affects the group’s 
performance” (p. 247).  Gregory and Kaufeldt (2015) identify the domains of emotional 
intelligence, which are self-awareness, managing emotion, self-motivation, empathy, and 
social skills.  Studies show that 90% of high performers are also high in emotional 
intelligence (Bradberry, 2009).  The daily challenge of dealing effectively with emotions 
is critical to the human condition because human brains are hard-wired to give emotions 
the upper hand; the rational part of the human brain cannot stop the emotion felt by the 
limbic system, but the two areas do influence each other as communication between the 
rational and emotional brains culminates in emotional intelligence (Bradberry & Greaves, 
2009).  
The “win-win paradigm” of human interaction involves constantly seeking mutual 
benefit in all human interactions (Covey, 1989).  Along these lines, it is known that 
interdependence is a higher value than independence (Covey, 1989).  In terms of 
collaborative culture, schools must “foster professional norms of collaboration, dialogue, 
and de-privatized practice” (MacDonald, 2011, p. 48) in order to effectively embed 
collaboration.  M. Fullan and DuFour (2013) coined the term “systemness” to describe 
“the degree to which people are committed to an entity larger than themselves” (p. 18). 
Robbins (2015) explains that  
new norms of collegiality herald the collective knowledge and skills that can be 
amassed to serve students when adults in the schoolhouse voluntarily choose to 
come together, share craft knowledge, problem solve, play, reflect on practice, 
and study what produces learning. (p. 116)  
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M. Fullan and DuFour (2013) agree that “interdependence is the key; leaders must  
foster degrees of autonomy but not isolation” (p. 39).  The benefit occurs when, “in 
collaborative schools, teachers don’t just identify with ‘my students,’ but rather with ‘our 
students’ in ‘our school’” (M. Fullan & DuFour, 2013, p. 24).  Rossall (2015) urges that 
collaboration in schools, which is “essential to a positive school culture, must be 
developed over time and with a strategic plan” (p. 78).  However, very few districts or 
states seem to grasp the “critical distinction between focused collaboration and detailed 
micromanaging” (M. Fullan, 2014, p. 45).  Ultimately, “schools that are meeting and 
exceeding the challenges they face are doing so by creating cultures that value 
cooperation, collaboration and teamwork” (Lassiter, 2012, p. 32).  
Team Dynamics 
 Harvey and Drolet (2006) explain that creating a people infrastructure within an 
organization involves the development of strong teams and strong people.  The culture of 
a group or team is defined as the “set of understandings about what that group is for and 
how it works; the group’s culture is made up of assumptions, often unconscious, about 
the group’s goals, values, norms, and acceptable behavior” (Owens, 2012, p. 70).  P. 
Lencioni (2002) explains that “trust lies at the heart of a functioning, cohesive team… 
without it, teamwork is all but impossible” (p. 195).  Randle-Robbins (2016) expresses 
that engaging staff in team-building activities equates to “an investment in your school’s 
human capital” (p, 44).  However, team-building is “not an activity itself, but the result of 
attending to the characteristics that demarcate effective teamwork” (Harvey & Drolet, 
2006, p. 13).  The RAMP model for team success emphasizes Relationships, 
Accountability, Motivation, and Process and Purpose (DeRosa, 2010).  Some of the 
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pitfalls to team performance include: lack of clear goals and priorities; lack of clear roles 
among team members; lack of cooperation; and lack of engagement (DeRosa, 2010).  P. 
Lencioni (2002) cautions regarding the five dysfunctions of a team, which are: absence of 
trust, fear of conflict, lack of commitment, avoidance of accountability, and inattention to 
results.  
Shared Vision 
Robbins (2015) insists that a “shared vision galvanizes energies and motivates 
people” (p. 110).  In a school environment, a shared vision is a purpose that can be 
witnessed in the daily activities of the school (Robbins, 2015).  The school’s vision must 
be a “mobilizing call for action; the rallying cry for everything that goes on in the school” 
(Barr, 2013, p. 148).  Boyte (2015) contends that a school’s vision statement should be a 
“brief, bold, memorable sentence or two that sums up where you are headed in clear, 
easy-to-understand language” (p. 59).  In fact, transforming a school’s culture “demands 
bold leadership with a vision for the future of the school… and while this leadership can 
come from teachers or instructional coaches, it represents a clear responsibility for the 
principal” (Barr, 2013, p. 148).  A school’s core values are, ultimately, a source of 
guidance, inspiration, and motivation all year round (Randle-Robbins, 2016).    
High School Stakeholder Groups 
Parents and Community  
 Senge (2012) describes the three “nested systems” within a school environment as 
the classroom, school, and community (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3.Three Nested Systems of Activity. Adapted from “Schools that Learn: A Fifth 
Discipline Fieldbook for Educators, Parents, and Everyone Who Cares About Education 
(5th ed.), 2013, p. 18. Copyright by Crown Business. 
 
A case study of a particular high school noted that schools can only “weather 
fierce storms in one piece if all stakeholders work together” (Theisen-Homer, 2015, p. 
95).  The four core constituencies within a school community are the teachers and staff; 
students; parents and caregivers; and community members (Randle-Robbins, 2016). 
Parents’ role in the education of their children can positively impact the educational 
experience when they honor their children’s efforts, whether related to academics, 
athletics, or other avenues, reserving praise for “hard work, perseverance, and tenacity” 
(Rogoff, 2011, p. 116).  The ultimate indicator of a school community with a powerful 
character foundation upon which to build is the ability of students, faculty, parents, and 
other stakeholders to engage together in authentic discussions of important matters 
(Seider, 2012).  
 A study of National Blue Ribbon schools notes that the academic and social 
connection between parents and teachers played a significant role in the success of the 
programs and students (McKinney et al., 2015, p. 164).  The “old model of parent 
involvement -- having a few parents sit in on advisory committees or volunteer at the 
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school” (Barr, 2013, p. 173) will not work for what is needed now; instead, teams of 
school, family, and community members need to plan involvement activities throughout 
the year to connect the work of school to the community and families (Barr, 2013). 
Additionally, one of the important goals of school success is to seek community services 
to partner with the school in order to meet the needs of students (Nicolas, 2015).  Because 
a school’s culture extends to all of its stakeholders, effective interactions are the “single 
most important non-negotiable in creating flourishing schools” (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 
2016).  A study of Hunters Lane High School, a high-poverty, urban high school in 
Nashville, Tennessee, found that a community that “clearly recognizes teacher and 
student contributions, and gives students and parents many ways to get involved” 
(Kessler & Snodgrass, 2014, p. 60) can build a solid school community while improving 
the school’s overall quality.  
 Researchers and policymakers have increasingly recognized the importance of the 
quality of the relationships that connect schools and families (Tschannen-Moran, 2014). 
Sanfelippo and Sinanis (2016) urge school leaders to “flatten the walls of your school [as 
a means of] eliminating the community barriers so everyone feels like they are part of the 
school community [in order to] transform from fortress to partnership” (p. 65).  Taking 
that notion a step further, partnership schools are described as schools which “elevate 
transparency and trust to norms, recognizing collaboration between home and school as 
crucial to success” (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2014, p. 74).  School leaders can begin this 
process by “mapping the community in terms of size, influence, and interactions of 
groups and individuals” (Stripling, 2015, p. 17).  In the end, 
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if we choose to believe that everything that happens in schools is solely the 
responsibility of the educators and everything that happens outside of school is 
solely the responsibility of the families, then we are perpetuating a fortress 
mentality that can be counterproductive to our students’ education. (Sanfelippo & 
Sinanis, 2016, p. 74)  
Students  
 Studies show that high school students are negatively affected by the pronounced 
emphasis on individualistic competition and advancement that has marked American 
education for decades (Demerath, 2009).  A study of 480 high school students showed 
that their values are inclined toward social relations and open attitudes toward change 
(Castiglione, Rampullo, & Licciardello, 2014).  America’s 21st century high school 
students are widely regarded as “digital natives,” who have grown up in a time when 
“communication is instant, memory is outsourced, and job security is a story told by old 
fogeys -- and yet their schools remain focused on preparing them for futures more 
relevant to days gone by” (Martinez & McGrath, 2014, p. 2).  Throughout the United 
States, in fact, millions of middle and high school students are “caught in the disconnect 
of living in a 21st century world while attending 20th-century secondary schools” 
(Martinez & McGrath, 2014, p. 2).  Ultimately, “today’s students need much less passive 
rule following and rote memorization and much more guidance and support in becoming 
self-directed learners who are able to take initiative and apply what they learn to a variety 
of different situations” (Martinez & McGrath, 2014, p. 3).  Additionally, they require 
“better preparation to be engaged citizens who survive and thrive in college and their 
careers” (Martinez & McGrath, 2014, p. 3). 
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 Survey data indicates that the strongest predictors of students’ academic 
achievement are their perseverance, community connectedness, and receipt of demerits, 
which are a negative predictor (Seider, 2012).  Research is clear that student attendance at 
school is directly tied to students’ feelings of connection to school; fostering camaraderie 
through activities inside and outside of the classroom results in students who want to 
attend school (Olshan, 2016).  Barr (2013) agrees that students need “optimism, 
responsibility, safety, belonging, and success” (p. 178) in middle and high school levels. 
These successful experiences are created, beginning in middle school, through a 
concerted focus on the transition to high school as well as subsequent targeted support for 
9th graders, which ultimately determines, in large part, high school success or failure 
(Barr, 2013).  Additionally, school culture can have a positive or negative impact on 
students, in that, if the staff share agreed-upon beliefs that all students can learn and 
achieve at high levels of academic success, students benefit significantly (Barr, 2013). 
Overcoming the deficit model which has become the standard in public education, 
includes “sharing humanity with students,” (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2016, p. 146) in the 
forms of passions, interest, and fears, as well as incorporating fun into the learning 
experience.  Building a sense of place is another widely-regarded strategy for improving 
student engagement and achievement through building relationships; creating a surrogate 
family at the school; developing students’ interests and talents; helping students explore 
careers; and using the social network to enhance belonging (Barr, 2013).  In a study of 
480 high school students, the male students tended to value power while the female 
students expressed and exhibited pro-social values along with an openness to change 
(Castiglione et al., 2014).  High schools students can be categorized in four groups, which 
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represent students who are purposeful, disengaged, dabblers, and dreamers (Barr, 2013). 
Tapping into the strengths, needs, and interests of the wide assortment of students found 
in any high school can unleash tremendous collective power. 
 Engaging high school students involves providing meaningful opportunities for 
them to interact with one another in class, allowing them to share personal experiences, 
as a “prelude to sharing ideas and knowledge,” (Levin & Engel, 2015, p. 84) thereby 
creating an intellectual experience that seems more vibrant to them and making them 
“less itchy to end class and get back to the hallways, cafeterias, and bathrooms” (Levin & 
Engel, 2015, p. 84) where social interaction occurs.  Gregory and Kaufeldt (2015) 
identify eight possible reasons for diminished student engagement, as follows: (a) 
technology, (b) immediate gratification, (c) apathy, (d) lack of relevance to the real 
world, (e) fixed mindsets about one’s ability, (f) poverty, (g) social isolation, and (h) 
students under stress and perceived threat.  Levin and Engel (2016) add that student 
collaboration is an essential skill; in schools where “kids are encouraged to help one 
another and solve problems together, bullying decreases, academic skills improve, and 
the overall climate of the school becomes more positive” (p. 38).  Student leaders can 
contribute to this positive atmosphere by creating rose petal moments within their 
schools, which are “moments of significance crafted specifically for those they service” 
(Parkhouse & White, 2016, p, 17) wherein everyone at the school matters.  Along these 
lines, research indicates that young people who are empowered to be independent, 
responsible, and engaged participants in the world are the “embodiment of intellectual 
freedom” (Stripling, 2015, p. 44).  In fact, when the adults “create schools that work for 
kids, the tone of discourse about learning changes so opportunities to innovate, create, 
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and pursue passions become the norm rather than the exception” (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 
2016, p. 82).  
 More and more research shows that teenagers who spend time each week 
completely consumed in some challenging activity are the ones most likely to thrive over 
the long term (Levin & Engel, 2015).  Self-efficacy relates to this principle and is defined 
as “one’s belief in one’s ability to succeed in a specific situation” (Gregory & Kaufeldt, 
2015, p. 10).  Deresiewicz (2014) contends that “the endless hoop-jumping, starting as far 
back as grade school,” (p. 11) has left millions of students with “no tools to figure out 
what they want out of life, or even out of college” (p. 11).  Levin and Engel (2015) 
further assert that “as children loosen their ties with their parents [during adolescence, 
they] “look out into the world for influences and emotional bonds” (p. 53).  Olshan 
(2016) agrees, citing that one of five important systems of support for at-risk students 
involves creating a caring, supportive culture on campus.  T. Whitaker and Breaux (2013) 
add that it is vital that students believe that their teachers are happy to see them every day 
(p. 83).  In summation, “how safe, supported, engaged, helpfully challenged, and joyful 
we feel in school powerfully colors and shapes learning and healthy development” 
(Hinduja & Patchin, 2012, p. 19).  
Teachers and Staff 
As teachers make up the largest percentage of staff within a school district and are 
the people with the most contact with students, they have “immense power to negatively 
or positively influence school culture” (Boyer, 2012, p. 31).  Deresiewicz (2014) 
contends that “teaching is not an engineering problem, [nor is it] a question of 
transferring a certain quantity of information from one brain to another” (p. 173).  
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Educate means lead forth and a teacher’s job is to lead forth the “powers that lie asleep 
within students… to awaken… to inspire” (Deresiewicz, 2014, p. 173).  Piotrowsky 
(2016) believes that as teachers have been identified as the “most important school-level 
resource” (p. 68) that predicts student achievement, the recruitment and retention of 
quality teachers becomes of “paramount importance” (p. 68).  O’Connell’s (2014) study 
found that teachers’ motivation does not hinge upon socioeconomic status or population 
diversity within their schools, nor their career salaries.  In fact, despite the added 
pressures of the CCSS implementation, large class sizes, and extra duties, a study of 
teachers found that “there was an overall love for students coming through on each 
interview” (Seheult, 2016, pp. 136-137).  
 Randle-Robbins (2016) notes that effective teachers focus on what they can do, 
whereas ineffective teachers focus on what they cannot do.  The core qualities of 
effective teachers are known to be competence, character, chemistry, energy, focus, 
commitment, and judgment (Randle-Robbins, 2016).  Lassiter (2012) cites John Hattie’s 
research on the top three contributions from teachers which have the greatest impact on 
student outcomes: microteaching, teacher clarity, and teacher-student relationships (p. 
46).  A Best Evidence Synthesis (BES) study on teacher learning found that “coherence 
across professional learning environments was not achieved through completion of 
checklists and scripted lessons, but rather through creating learning situations that 
promoted inquiry habits of mind throughout the school” (Timperley, 2011, p. 104). 
Teachers also benefit from and appreciate access to student data, whether qualitative or 
quantitative, as a necessary communication and decision-making tool (Seheult, 2016).  
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 Teacher turnover is steadily increasing, which is contradictory to the decline in 
the national job turnover rate (Trace, 2016).  Stevens (2013) found that teacher attrition 
results from internal and external pressures of the profession, continually evolving 
demography of school populations, and accountability practices.  The alarming rate at 
which teachers are leaving California public schools, as an example, is of concern to 
educators and stakeholders alike (Stevens, 2013).  Factors leading to teacher 
dissatisfaction include: feeling isolated and unsupported; not being valued for their 
contributions; being underpaid; and experiencing inconsistent administration (Stevens, 
2013).  Additionally, frustrated teacher behavior reduces the openness of a school’s 
climate, which ultimately impacts students and the community as whole (McCarley, 
Peters, & Decman, 2014).  Teachers who retain employment with a district for several 
years have great impacts on the relationships built among students as well as among 
fellow staff members (Caffey, 2012).  Beaudoin (2004) recognizes the pressures on 
teachers resulting in self-alienation, wasted energy, and resentment and frustration.  The 
challenge with a school culture of teacher isolation and autonomy is that there is no 
systematic mechanism for sharing best practices (Bazanos, 2014).  Teachers “must be 
willing to expose their struggles and failures with their colleagues and colleagues must be 
willing to tell the truth, or teams will go through the motions of collaborative inquiry but 
never see results” (MacDonald, 2011, p. 45).  
 Barr (2013) acknowledges that, “when people come to work at a school, 
especially new teachers, they do not change the institution; instead, the school tends to 
change the new people” (p. 35).  Sanfelippo and Sinanis (2016) suggest that the first 
years of a teacher’s career are a time of “exponential growth and uncertainty” (p. 101) 
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and that, in order for them to work at optimal levels, they need to feel valued.  Supporting 
new teachers includes the following: asking about their interests and then utilizing those 
interests; providing safety and validity for teachers as learners; helping teachers reflect on 
their practice; providing mentorship programs; and providing targeted professional 
development.  Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) add that school leaders must “provide the 
structures necessary for newcomers to assume identities that aren’t chained to the past 
and that foster innovation” (p. 131).  
 The role of principals and other school leaders in providing the needed support 
and guidance for new teachers and all staff members alike cannot be discounted.  Graham 
(2012) notes that “the least happy and least engaged teacher requires special attention; 
[additionally], principals should be encouraged to attend to early career teachers’ sense of 
enthusiasm and pride” (p. 151).  Furthermore, principals should ensure that new teachers 
are counseled by “older, happier teachers” within their first few years in the profession 
(Graham, 2012, p. 151).  Muhammad (2009) agrees that it is crucial to strengthen the 
bond of new teachers in order to develop positive school culture.  A study indicated that 
50% of new teachers leave before their fifth year in the classroom; nearly 70% of these 
teachers work in urban areas (Muhammed, 2009).  Ultimately, the extra time for an 
administrator to show a beginning teacher support, relay trustworthiness, and be a moral 
example will add to the job satisfaction of the teacher as well as the teacher’s intent to 
remain employed within the school district long-term (Caffey, 2012).  Through the 
provision of a strong mentorship program at the school level, school leaders may work to 
ensure that new staff members experience feelings of support and encouragement, and, 
thus, the feelings of isolation and frustration are minimized (Stevens, 2013).  Bambrick-
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Santoyo (2013) adds that “bite-sized changes” (p. 71) are best for newer teachers. 
Ultimately, the four strongest predictors of teachers’ job satisfaction are connection, 
collaboration, appreciation, and trust (Beaudoin).  
 Childs (2012) identifies the importance of developing a staff culture of 
collectivism, as study participants noted that “in addition to acknowledging their sense of 
belonging as individuals within a family or group” (p. 79) it is important that staff 
members are “working together toward the common goals of student and staff success” 
(p. 79).  A sense of ownership among a school’s staff is developed, in part, as staff 
members understand the importance of their jobs as educators to the community and 
society as a whole (Childs, 2012, p. 81).  Muhammed (2009) identifies four groups of 
educators within a school as follows: 
 Believers: Those who believe in the core values that make up healthy school 
culture; 
 Tweeners: Those who are new to the school’s culture and are trying to learn 
the norms and expectations; 
 Survivors: Those who are ‘burned out’ and overwhelmed by the demands of 
the profession; and 
 Fundamentalists: Those who are opposed to change and will organize to resist 
or thwart any change initiative. (p. 29)  
Muhammed (2009) cautions that school leaders must pay careful attention to the 
believers as well as the fundamentalists, as they are the two groups that have the greatest 
impact on their colleagues and the culture as a whole.  Kunjufu (2014) contends that “you 
can tell a lot about a school by the conversations in the teachers’ lounge -- if the 
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conversation … is not uplifting or about solving problems, then you should challenge the 
negativity” (p. 33).  Rhodes, Stevens, and Hemmings (2011) agree and add that staff 
members need a place to go during the school day for “camaraderie, help, and support” 
(p. 88).  In fact, commonly, staff members are unwilling to express their concerns to 
administration out of fear of retaliation (Guesno, 2012).  Stone-Johnson (2015) adds that 
“creating an environment where teachers and counselors can both work to their full 
professional capacity must be a priority of school leaders” (p. 304).  Additionally, a 
qualitative study of teachers found that teachers appreciate it when the principal “shows 
interest in others’ personal lives [and] cares about what matters to the staff” (Sinclair, 
2010, p. 136).  Another study of 1500 teachers further noted that teachers were satisfied 
with indicators like being able to utilize their abilities and help others and not with 
indicators such as pay and opportunities for advancement; these indicators may be tied to 
typical characteristics of educators as they differ from employees in other fields (Evans, 
2016).  In contrast, teachers in one study experienced their job satisfaction “not as much 
from their perception of the principal’s leadership style, but more from intrinsic 
motivators and extrinsic hygiene factors” (Dale, 2012, p. 131).  
 Yet another study of teachers noted their need to feel valued and appreciated for 
what they do on an “everyday, real level” (Lamp, 2013, p. 160).  Teachers further 
expressed the need for administrators to help them when it is requested, to follow 
through, and to honor agreed-upon schedules (Lamp, 2013).  Findings suggest that school 
leaders should focus on developing similar and positive conceptions among their teachers 
about students’ teachability, in order to build social capital within the teaching staff to 
benefit student learning (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2011).  Portner and Collins (2014) 
106 
 
explain that, “ultimately, successful principals will be those who come to understand that 
teachers determine the culture and climate of the school and are better positioned to 
influence school improvement” (pp. 116-117) than administrators are.  
 Classified staff members. The classified staff of a school include employees who 
are neither teachers nor administrators.  A typical high school would house as many 
classified staff members as teachers, including the custodial and maintenance staff, food 
service workers, clerical staff, and instructional aides.  Exhaustive search of the literature 
produced no results specifically pertaining to classified staff members within the school 
setting.  In particular, there is no mention of the impact classified staff have on a high 
school's culture.  This significant gap is addressed near the end of this chapter in the Gaps 
in the Literature section.  This gap will be addressed in this research study, as classified 
staff members will serve as one of the three participants groups, along with teachers and 
principals. 
Principals/School Administrators 
 Childs (2012) cautions that schools with a high turnover in administrative leaders 
may still house a “cohesive, collegial staff,” (p. 90) but without “consistent, meaningful 
guidance and support from a building administrator,” (p. 90) the staff may lack a clear, 
mutually agreed-upon understanding of their vision and have no precise path to reach 
their goals.  School leaders “must work cooperatively toward common ends,” (Theisen-
Homer, 2015, p. 95) especially during budget crises, so that they can support their staff 
through a transparent and unified front (Theisen-Homer, 2015).  Currently, principals are 
charged with maintaining effective instructional programs, building cohesive 
relationships with internal and external stakeholders, creating a safe environment for all 
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staff and students, managing budgets, updating the facilities and technical needs of the 
campus, and performing evaluations of both certificated and classified employees (Harris, 
2015).  Principals are expected to operate at a high level of competency and demonstrate 
proficiency in areas such as instructional practices, emotional intelligence, conflict 
resolution, vision, innovation, team building, and political savvy (Harris, 2015).  New 
principals are further challenged by understanding and addressing existing school culture 
and norms, structural concerns, curriculum, conflict, personnel, and school and 
community relationships (Malin & Hackmann, 2015).  Stone-Johnson (2015) adds that  
the need to protect teachers’ time, along with a host of other pressures on school 
leaders, including declining budgets, instructional and managerial regulations, and 
the day-to-day emergencies that arise in schools, can lead them to delegate tasks 
to staff members which fall outside the bounds of their professional roles. (pp. 
294-295) 
Honoring the fact that it takes time to affect change, an expert panel 
recommended a minimum of five years for a principal to build a positive school culture 
and build trusting relationships within a school (Custodio, 2014).  Custodio (2014) also 
found that principals tend to stay at their sites longer with the following conditions: 
suburban schools; schools with smaller enrollment; schools with higher competitiveness; 
and schools with lower English Learner populations.  Additionally, principals and 
superintendents in small, rural communities report overwhelming complexity of their 
jobs as well as significant challenges related to staffing and enrollment (McCormick, 
2016).  Principals also view their profession as isolated at times (DeArmas, 2015).  Evans 
(2016) notes that, “if a principal can handle extrinsic functions of the job, then teachers 
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will be highly satisfied in their work” (pp. 136-137).  The principal also plays an 
influential role in maintaining a school climate that is conducive to teacher retention 
(Branch, 2013).  
 A study of California principals found that it is imperative for school districts to 
set up a support system for new principals to be able to access help with the types of 
things for which administrator credentialing programs cannot adequately prepare them 
(Taylor, 2015).  DeMatthews (2014) adds that new leaders taking over schools have the 
“added burden of building trust, learning about the history of the organization, 
establishing their own legitimacy, and developing actionable plans to promote school 
improvement with staff who may or may not be resistant to change” (p. 25).  It is noted in 
the literature that principals often rely on their past experiences, personal judgment, or 
quantitative data to inform their decisions; DeMatthews contends that “this is a mistake 
because educational leadership is not just about administration” (p. 29).  Principals 
require greater support from district, county, and other larger system leaders than they 
typically receive.  
 Hinkle (2016) remarks that “not only should administrative credentialing 
programs be responsible for explicitly teaching political skill, but school districts should 
incorporate professional development on political skill for aspiring administrators, 
assistant principals, and new principals” (p. 95).  The “sink or swim” reality for novice 
principals results from them being offered little guidance on steps to be taken (Hill, 2014, 
p. 78).  Acting principals must also be strongly encouraged and supported in the use of 
online and social media tools to stay connected to research and trends in technology-
based education (Depew, 2015).  Bambrick-Santoyo (2013) suggests that, if we “embrace 
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the idea that the core skills of school leadership can be coached, then we need to embrace 
the ideal as practice” (p. 71).  Currently, nothing “better represents the divide between 
fixed and growth mindsets” (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2013, p. 17) than the feedback we give 
to current and aspiring principals, which is often extensive and detailed but “highly 
infrequent and with no path forward” (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2013, p. 17).  A 2015 study 
found that school district personnel must design professional development that promotes 
a culture of collaboration, include the perspectives of the principals, and support them in 
their instructional leadership (DeArmas, 2015).  Sanfelippo and Sinanis (2016) 
summarize these challenges by stating,  
The daily work of a school leader is no longer just being an administrator or even 
a boss; instead, a school leader needs to model transformative practices so that 
innovating becomes a norm and working with common principles becomes a 
collective goal for community members. (p. 13)  
 Portner and Collins (2014) describe the principal’s role as including: building 
unity; incorporating distributive leadership; modeling trust; building collective 
mindfulness; and helping teacher-leaders to help themselves.  Additionally, principals are 
charged with celebrating wins, shifting paradigms, building collective efficacy, building 
capacity, and empowering faculty members (Portner & Collins, 2014).  The changing 
role of the principal has made it increasingly challenging, as principals must be all things 
to all people in a complex environment which expects their instructional and 
transformational leadership, vision-shaping, cultivating of leadership in others, and 
managing of people, processes, and data (Portner & Collins, 2014).  A BES of research 
on the impact of principals on student achievement found the following leadership 
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domains as correlating to a significant effect size: establishing goals and expectations; 
resourcing strategically; ensuring quality teaching; leading teacher learning and 
development; and ensuring an orderly and safe environment (V. M. Robinson, 2011). 
Leithwood and Seashore-Lewis’ (2012) research on principals with the greatest impact 
on student learning found that they were focused on instruction, including teacher 
knowledge, skills, and motivation, and were also highly focused on ensuring supportive 
working conditions.  Another study noted a very weak positive linear correlation between 
leadership style and teacher effectiveness (Smart, 2016).  
 Of the 10 significant principal behaviors identified by all teachers in a study, the 
three most important were discipline, providing contingent rewards, and situational 
awareness (Dopson, 2016).  Transparency is widely noted in the literature as a critical 
skill for principals so that trusting relationships can continue to flourish and stabilize 
(Custodio, 2014).  Another study noted that leadership behavior, informed by 13 core 
competencies, and teacher job satisfaction were significantly correlated (Crane, 2012). 
One case study found that, while the faculty and student body had a great deal of 
influence on the overall school culture, it was the estimation of the researcher that the 
“principal’s behaviors and attitudes embedded the focus on students’ sense of family that 
were present” (Branch, 2013, p. 522).  
 Principals are often categorized by various leadership styles, including 
instructional leaders, who improve curriculum and monitor student behavior in classes as 
well as test scores; authoritarian leaders, who focus on policy, bureaucracy, 
accountability, and procedures; and participative leaders, who emphasize the human side 
of the work done in schools (Brinia & Papantoniou, 2016, p. 522).  Nicolas (2015) adds 
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that “the daily guidance by the school principal and interactions within the school 
community are vital to build and support a positive school climate and culture for 
learning” (p. 1).  Characteristics of National Blue Ribbon schools’ principals include: (a) 
tact; (b) approachability; (c) caring; (d) sensitivity to the needs of others; (e) ability to 
listen; (f) ability to learn from others; and (g) willingness to seek new, innovative 
teaching and learning techniques (McKinney et al., 2015).  Additionally, administrators 
are charged with serving as role models who create a “healthy set-point that not only 
encourages, but advances the goal of achieving happiness for each stakeholder; this effort 
becomes a top-down contagion” (Graham, 2012, p. 152).  A study of 235 principals 
discovered a correlation between leadership style and the sources of power they use, 
whether transactional or transformational (Brinia & Papantoniou, 2016).  Transactional 
power emphasizes punishment while transformational power works with information, 
expertise, and reward (Brinia & Papantoniou, 2016).  A study of 32 teachers and 32 
principals found a positive relationship between school innovation and participative, 
trusting leadership styles (Samsu & Rusmini, 2016).  
 M. Fullan (2014) cautions that instructional leadership is too narrow a focus and 
transformative leadership is often too broad.  Taylor, (2015) however, urges that the 
transformational leader is “more important than ever before” (p. 98).  A study which 
utilized the Kupers and Weiblers Integral Framework found that transformational leaders 
exhibit strong ethics and values which are modeled; effective articulation of a vision; 
invitation for school employees to innovate and change; and demonstrated desirable 
character that followers wish to emulate (as cited in Pratt, 2014).  FitzGerald (2012) adds 
that “transformational leaders provide collaborative opportunities that meet the personal 
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and professional needs of the staff” (p. 53).  Furthermore, transformational principals 
“exhibit a strong inner drive based on an imperative to bring out the best in others” 
(FitzGerald, 2012, p. 53).  
 When it comes to change, school leaders must first make a clear and solid 
objective case for change before expecting people to embrace the change, which 
includes: data and statistics as the catalyst for change; empirical research, showing that a 
technique or strategy is more effective that what is currently being done; and an 
organizational mission and vision that give rationale for the change (Muhammed, 2009). 
As high school administrators are now charged with being change leaders who need to 
possess the knowledge and skills to transform their schools by effectively leading change 
efforts, it is recommended in the research that preparation programs and school districts 
provide professional development that ensures that administrators have a solid 
understanding of the complexities of change theory and transformational leadership 
(Ezaki, 2015).  Additionally, it is of “paramount importance that the coaching process is a 
viable means of supporting administrators and facilitating their development in becoming 
leaders who both understand and implement transformational change” (Ezaki, 2015, p. 
211).  
 A “symbolic frame” places emphasis on culture, meaning, belief, values, and 
faith; leaders can utilize a symbolic frame to “inculcate into the cultures such features as 
symbols, stories, traditions, rituals, heroes and heroines, values and ceremonies” (Moore, 
2014, p. 13).  Nicolas (2015) explains that the school principal has the ability to influence 
the school community in the development of a common vision that will support an 
environment that is conducive to learning.  Researchers note that effective leaders 
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facilitate and articulate a school vision that reflects high standards of learning, a belief 
that all students can learn, and high levels of personal and professional performance 
(Crane, 2012, p. 80).  FitzGerald (2012) proposes that “being mindful is what allows 
principals to transfer their values, build relationships, and model high expectations” p. 
54).  A study of 111 teachers, using Gruenert and Whitaker’s School Culture Survey, 
found that, “when a leader clearly articulates school goals and obtains buy-in from 
teachers, school culture improves” (as cited in Piotrowsky, 2016, p. 66).  Pratt (2014) 
agrees, citing research showing that clear expression by the principal for the school’s 
outcomes allows teachers to unite and work together to accomplish the mission. 
Ultimately, during a transformational change process, principals must “continue to 
positively challenge teachers to reexamine their belief systems, and must spend time 
working toward whole staff agreement in establishing schoolwide goals in order to create 
buy-in and a mindset shift in all staff members” (Rossall, 2015, p. 78).  
 Kunjufu (2013) notes that you can tell a lot about a teacher based on whether or 
not his or door is open or closed and, concurrently, can tell a lot about a principal based 
on whether he or she engages in one annual visit to the classroom for the purpose of 
evaluation or practices frequent visits and dialogue and interaction with teachers.  M. 
Fullan (2014) describes the principal as a lead learner, who leads the school’s teachers in 
a “process of learning to improve their teaching, while learning alongside them about 
what works and what does not” (p. 55).  Sanfelippo and Sinanis (2016) describe lead 
learners as those who: model learning; have an open ear; advocate for the needs of 
students and staff; remove obstacles from the path of staff members; and meet with 
parents who feel their child has been wronged.  DeNicola’s (2015) findings suggest that a 
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school culture that incorporates and fosters the implementation of a professional learning 
environment which employs collaborative practices, data-driven decision-making, and 
organizational commitment can positively impact teachers’ perceived levels of efficacy, 
stress, and job satisfaction. Successful schools are also found in the research to have 
principals who believe that a collaborative environment is conducive to professional 
learning (DeArmas, 2015).  
 Developing a collaborative culture within a high school staff is fraught with 
challenge.  A study of principals found that they perceived the “competitive culture and 
comparison of professional abilities” (Schechter, 2011, p. 2415) among faculty members 
as major determinants of a productive collective learning from success.  Often, when 
dealing with teachers’ resistance to change, principals tend to either “overtly assert their 
authority [or] withdraw from the fray;” (Tschannen-Moran, 2014, p. 4) both of these 
responses serve to damage trust.  T. Whitaker and Breaux (2013) express that “great 
school leaders aren’t aiming to make every teacher perfect.  There’s no such thing as a 
perfect teacher. Instead, great leaders continually strive to help each teacher -- whether 
ineffective, good, or great -- improve on a daily basis” (p. 2).  This notion is validated by 
Trace’s (2016) study, which found a strong correlation between principal support for 
teachers and teachers’ trust in the principal.   
 One principal misstep to recognize is the making of decisions for the purpose of 
helping students without garnering the input of the staff in the process (Guesno, 2012). 
Research shows that principals must engage staff and students in genuine, meaningful 
ways in order to facilitate change and grow success.  Simply, principals can be present 
and engaged through listening, asking questions, spending time with students, celebrating 
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in public, getting out of the office, and creating a “dream team” (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 
2016, pp. 18-25).  Principals must consider the equally important goals of building 
instructional leadership into the culture of the school, building strong leadership in 
teachers, motivating and building teams, and developing leadership capacity for change 
within the school (Kirtman, 2014).  Hinkle (2016) adds that a “new concept of 
leadership” (p. 93) requires a different skill set, including the focus on interpersonal 
activities, influencing the performance of teams, and applying political skill to all 
situations.  Gillespie (2013) explains that a “caring school principal” (p. 114) articulates 
high expectations for learning by being a “values-driven organizer capable of 
implementing creative pedagogy” (p. 114).  Additionally, a caring principal is culturally 
aware of demographic and socioeconomic changes that “warrant modification in 
principal leadership and require learning about the social and cultural needs of all student 
groups” (Gillespie, 2013, p. 115).  Engelhart (2012) adds that principals cannot 
meaningfully address the socioeconomic status of the students or family dynamics; 
however, they do have the opportunity to create a school climate that fosters positive 
relationships and focused empowerment.  
 In short, studies show that “when principals develop a positive relationship with 
their teachers, the teachers will be more apt to come to work motivated and ready to work 
hard,” (Doleysh, 2015, p. 197) which leads to more transparency from both parties.  A 
skilled principal is “not only aware of the formal and informal groups and relationships 
on campus, but they also monitor issues that may be developing on campus” (Dopson, 
2016, p. 168).  Of course, a principal’s ability to recruit and retain great teachers 
improves the effectiveness of all teachers and serving as an inspirational leader who 
116 
 
brings out the best in teachers and students must be considered an important factor in any 
school system’s evaluation process (Friedman & Mandlebaum, 2011).  Additionally, 
principals must be able and willing to do whatever is necessary in order to make 
classroom instruction on campus the priority of the school (Dopson, 2016).  T. Whitaker 
and Breaux (2013) note the inspirational quality needed in principals by asserting that 
“one of the most important goals of every faculty meeting should be for all teachers to 
walk out more excited about teaching and more effective tomorrow than they were 
today” (p. 1).  Along these lines, principals “letting their teachers know when they’re 
doing good work spotlights the good employees, models good behavior, and gets the 
group in general to think about how they can prevent future problems and improve as 
individuals and as a team” (T. Whitaker, 2012, p. 61).  
School/Student Success 
 A primary component of student success centers on the notion of expectations, 
which Parkhouse and White (2013) define as “the anticipated factors that we hold for 
ourselves, our peers, and our students.  They shape the way we act toward others and 
build our way of seeing the world” (p. 93).  A 2014 study noted that all participants 
unanimously agreed that the most significant factors that make their schools successful 
related to being student-centered (Hill, 2014).  Furthermore, when students know that the 
professionals who work with them care, they develop trust, which in turn increases the 
likelihood that they will take academic risks in their learning (Peterson, 2014).  In order 
for an educational leader to develop a school culture of high expectations and rigor for all 
students, research shows that the leader must believe all students can demonstrate high 
levels of academic performance if they are provided with rigorous curriculum 
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accompanied by appropriate academic support (Peterson, 2014).  These factors combine 
to create the foundation for student success within the high school setting. 
 Barr (2013) recognizes the four seeds of hope within schools: optimism, 
belonging, pride, and purpose.  Research has found that a sense of optimism has been 
created in high-poverty, high-performance schools through a welcoming environment, an 
atmosphere of respect and safety, emphasis on success, community-wide celebrations, 
emphasis on positive, high expectations, and coordination of community services (Barr, 
2013).  Similarly, culture of hope schools: face challenges with optimism; create an 
atmosphere of excitement; possess a can-do spirit everywhere; maintain high 
expectations; emphasize personal encouragement; exhibit mutual respect between 
teachers, students, and parents; and feel safe and orderly (Barr, 2013).  Kunjufu (2013) 
found that high-achieving schools possess the following characteristics: an open-door 
policy, principals who are in and out of classes, teachers who are in one another’s classes 
regularly, and principals who also teach.  Tubin (2015) explains that two bodies of 
research on school success found that successful schools experience a positive effect of 
school structures on school outcomes and focus on “agents,” such as principals who 
understand the connection between their own actions and student achievement.  Watkins’ 
(2012) study found that all aspects of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), 
servant leadership, collaboration, trust, and connectedness within staff and student 
populations affect the efforts of any effective school reform.  
 Seheult’s (2016) study summarized that “ultimately, only by focusing on the 
positive will schools truly become more positive places for students to engage in 
learning” (p. 145).  Additionally, the “academic, affective, and social environments of a 
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school” (Hinduja, 2012, p. 16) tend to more strongly affect student performance and 
satisfaction than the physical environment and rule enforcement.  The Yerkes-Dodson 
Law of Arousal explains that, “as stress and pressure rise, performance usually 
improves;” (as cited in Gregory & Kaufeldt, 2015, p. 11) in fact, the apex of optimal 
performance is a tipping point, which needs to be “just right” (as cited in Gregory & 
Kaufeldt, 2015, p. 11).  Michalko (2006) adds that active thinking must be promoted with 
students in order to get original ideas by looking at the same information as others do and 
“organizing it into a new and different pattern” (p. 35).  B. Brown (2015) agrees that, in 
order to “reignite creativity, innovation, and learning” (p. 276) in students, we must 
“rehumanize education and work,” creating “disruptive engagement” (p. 276).  Through 
this process, “we move what we are learning from our hands to our hearts, through our 
heads” (B. Brown, 2015, p. 7).  
 Gregory and Kaufeldt (2015) contend that student success hinges upon the Self-
Determination Theory (SDT), which includes: how to move ourselves or others to act; 
how to master challenges and experiences to develop our sense of self; and the innate 
need to grow and gain fulfillment.  Essentially, “learning to react to failure is as critical to 
success as academic achievement.  If we do not learn how to deal with frustration and 
obstacles, we are not likely to choose challenging or risky paths” (Gregory & Kaufeldt, 
2015, p. 14).  This mindset is often referred to in the literature as “grit,” which Gregory 
and Kaufeldt explain is “not just having resilience to overcome adversity, bounce back 
from challenges, or survive at-risk environments.  Grit is also staying the course” (p. 13). 
At the heart of the development of grit lies motivation, which is “the force or energy that 
results in engagement” (p. 9).  Along these lines, motivation results in drive and the 
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carrot-and-stick enticement of extrinsic rewards “not only does not work in the long run, 
but may actually lower performance, stifle creativity, and decrease the desired behavior” 
(Gregory & Kaufeldt, 2015, p. 12).  Understanding factors of student and staff motivation 
assists school leaders and stakeholders in the development of methods for successfully 
addressing them and, thereby, improves engagement and performance. 
Literature Synthesis 
 The body of literature related to the many aspects of this topic were studied and 
synthesized in order to determine common themes, areas of divergent views, and gaps in 
the literature.  Pan (2016) notes that synthesis occurs through grouping sources by mutual 
areas of focus according to their commonalities and differences.  Additionally, the 
researcher must actively consider possible reasons for the contradictions that are present 
in the literature (Pan, 2016).  This critical assessment of the body of literature serves to 
present a “whole picture of what is known and what is not known” (Patten, 2012, p. 39) 
while demonstrating the manner in which the “diverse pieces of information fit together” 
(Patten, 2012, p. 39).  The Literature Synthesis Matrix created for this study is available 
in Appendix A. 
The Gaps in the Literature 
 The literature pertinent to comprehensive public high school culture provides 
thorough explanation of the trends, philosophies, dynamics, and needs within the 
American public high school, as it has developed over the past century (Angus & Mirel, 
1999; Hampel, 2014; Haraway, 2012; Jeynes, 2007; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1983; 
Muhammed, 2009; Noddings, 2015; Reese, 1005; Ritchhart, 2015; Spring, 2016). 
Additionally, culture itself has been widely researched, both globally and within schools 
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(Desravines et al., 2016; Fraise & Brooks, 2015; Portner & Collins, 2014; Sanfelippo & 
Sinanis, 2016; Watkins, 2013).  Similarly, organizations and their positive development 
have been studied at great lengths (Chermack, 2011; Doleysh, 2015; Senge, 2012; Tubin, 
2015).  The factors that contribute to positive organizational culture have also been 
studied at length, including the elements of successful leadership (Combs et al, 2013; 
Hankins, 2015; M. Fullan, 2013; Zamperlin, 2012), elements of cultural change (D. 
Anderson & Anderson, 2010; M. Fullan & DuFour, 2013; Kimsey-House et al., 2011), 
elements of trust (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2016; Tschannen-Moran, 2014), elements of 
communication (P. Lencioni, 2008; S. Sinek, 2009), and elements of celebration 
(Mujammed, 2009; T. L. Robinson, 2016).  These necessary foundational components of 
organizational change and school-specific cultural transformation provide meaningful 
context for this study. 
 Additionally, the groups which interact within a comprehensive public high 
school setting have been studied at length, including parents and community (Sanfelippo 
& Sinanis, 2016; Senge, 2012; Theisen-Homer, 2015), students (Castiglione et al, 2014; 
Demerath, 2009; Martinez & McGrath, 2014), teachers (Boyer, 2013; Deresiewicz, 2014, 
Randle-Robbins, 2016; Trace, 2016); and administrators (Caffey, 2012; DeMatthews, 
2014; Harris, 2015; Malin & Hackmann, 2015).  The relationships between these 
employee and other stakeholder groups have been investigated as well (MacDonald, 
2011; McKinney et al, 2015; Watkins, 2012; T. Whitaker & Breaux, 2013).  To some 
degree, the success of schools and high school students, in relation to these stakeholder 
groups and their interactions, has been investigated (Barr, 2013; Peterson, 2014; Tubin, 
2015).  However, the research utterly lacks specific investigation of the unique roles and 
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perspectives of classified staff members within schools, generally lumping them in with 
teachers as members of the “staff,” but without differentiation regarding their unique 
identities, functions, and interactions with the other stakeholder groups.  Furthermore, 
while some of the research on school culture specifically references the high school level 
(M. Fullan & DuFour, 2013; Muhammed, 2009), much of it is general in nature and does 
not address the uniqueness of the public, comprehensive high school setting, the cultural 
elements of which differ from those of other school setting types.  Also, Gruenert and 
Whitaker’s (2012) 12 Aspects of School Culture have not been utilized as a conceptual 
framework for evaluation of comprehensive public high school culture and its positive 
transformation over time. 
Summary 
 This chapter reviewed the literature relevant to the comprehensive public high 
school setting, through its historical context and current reality, in relation to its ability to 
promote student success in a dynamic, interconnected era of education.  The literature 
reveals a great wealth of understanding of the elements that positively impact an 
organization’s cultural development and well-being, including the relationships between 
stakeholder groups, as well as the importance of leadership, trust, communication, 
collaboration, shared vision, and celebration.  Regarding the high school setting 
specifically, the chapter evaluated the diverse and important roles and perspectives of all 
stakeholders, including parents and community, students, teachers and staff, and 
administrators.  The enormity of research related to culture, both general as well as 
specific to schools, strongly points to the importance of positive school culture in regard 
to student achievement and well-being.  This chapter concluded with acknowledgement 
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of gaps within the literature, as they relate to the lack of specific emphasis on the 
stakeholder group of classified staff members within a school as well as the uniqueness of 
the comprehensive, public high school setting itself.  The purpose statement and research 
questions created to guide this study were developed in an effort to address these gaps 
and contribute meaningfully to this broad and important body of literature on school 
culture, cultural change, and the roles and perspectives of teachers, classified staff 
members, and administrators, as the triad of employees who work together to serve 
America’s high school students in the 21st century.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
Overview 
 This chapter presents the many facets of the research methodology utilized within 
this study, beginning with the purpose statement and research questions which served to 
guide the study itself.  The research design employed in this study is then explained in 
detail, followed by an explanation of the study’s population, the target population of the 
study itself, and the population sample selected, along with the process utilized for that 
selection determination.  Next, the instrumentation selected for this study is explained, 
along with a description of the methods used to develop and field test the instruments 
themselves.  Additionally, the reliability and validity of the research methodology are 
discussed in detail.  Following this discussion of instrumentation, the data collection 
process is explained, along with a description of the methods used by the researcher to 
analyze the data, including coding practices and methods of obtaining intercoder 
reliability.  The chapter then defines the limitations of the study and concludes with a 
summary of the chapter’s key elements.  
Purpose Statement 
A purpose statement is designed to clearly and succinctly state the intent of the 
study - what the researcher is seeking to find out, culminating in the essence of the study 
along with its parameters (Roberts, 2010).  Below is the purpose statement for this study. 
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to discover the 
factors which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public high 
school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, teachers, and classified staff.  
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An additional purpose of the study was to determine what similarities and differences 
exist between the perceptions of administrators, teachers, and classified staff.   
RQs 
Roberts (2010) acknowledges that good research questions contain clear 
variables/concepts, an obvious measurement type, and clarification of ambiguous terms. 
The RQs that laid the foundation for this study are below. 
1. What factors contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive 
public high school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, 
teachers, and classified staff?  
2. What similarities and differences exist between the perceptions of 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff regarding the factors which 
contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public high 
school’s culture? 
RSQs 
1. What factors do school administrators perceive as contributing to the positive 
transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture? 
2.  What factors do teachers perceive as contributing to the positive 
transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture? 
3. What factors do classified staff members perceive as contributing to the 
positive transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture? 
4. What similarities and differences exist between the perspectives of school 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members regarding the factors 
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which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public 
high school’s culture? 
Research Design 
Qualitative researchers are interested in the “meanings people attach to the 
activities and events in their world” and are, at the same time, “open to whatever 
emerges” (Roberts, 2010, p. 143) from studying their subjects.  The effort of qualitative 
research lies in seeking the holistic picture - a comprehensive and complete 
understanding of the phenomena studied as well as the ample coverage of all types of 
subjects and all important issues (Bamberger, Rugh, & Mabry; 2012; Roberts, 2010).  A 
phenomenological study served this research well in the emphasis on the lived 
experiences of the individuals and groups studied.  Patton (2015) notes that a 
phenomenological study “focuses on descriptions of what people experience and how it is 
that they experience what they experience” (p. 117).  Bamberger, Rugh, and Mabry 
(2012) explain that qualitative inquirers work toward “detailed, contextual, holistic 
portrayals of naturally occurring events and experiences” (p. 293).  The qualitative 
approach is based on the philosophical orientation of phenomenology, which focuses on 
people’s experiences from their own perspectives (Roberts, 2010).  
The culture and perspectives of the sub-groups indicated in this study, the 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members within a public high school setting, 
are worthy of observation and analysis, as the perceptions of these sub-groups have not 
been compared within the literature on this topic to date.  As this study only focused on a 
few examples of schools where the cultures have been positively transformed, 
phenomenology makes sense.  In a subsequent research study down the road, a 
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pragmatist approach would be warranted, as the emphasis would be on the practical 
applications of the culture-building strategies identified.  Patton (2015) notes that 
pragmatism “directs us to seek practical and useful answers that can solve, or at least 
provide direction in addressing concrete problems” (p. 152).  
This qualitative phenomenological study is descriptive in nature, as it sets out to 
collect data, through observation, focus groups, and interviews, in order to answer 
questions about an existing phenomenon (the positive transformation of a public high 
school’s culture).  This approach was appropriate for this study because administrators, 
teachers, and staff members were interviewed and/or engaged in focus group discussions 
to determine their perceptions of the key factors of their schools’ cultural shifts. 
Additionally, the researcher participated in observations of each of the identified schools 
through campus tours in order to discover additional salient elements of positive school 
culture.  
Triangulation of data enables a researcher to achieve greater reliability in results 
by considering multiple aspects of each phase of the data collection and analysis 
processes.  Patton (2015) notes that “triangulation strengthens a study by combining 
methods.  This can mean using several kinds of methods or data, including using both 
quantitative and qualitative approaches” (p. 316).  Denzin’s (1978) four basic types of 
triangulation are as follows: (a) data triangulation (the use of a variety of data sources in a 
study); (b) investigator triangulation (the use of several different researchers or 
evaluators); (c) theory triangulation (the use of multiple perspectives to interpret a single 
set of data); and (d) methodological triangulation (the use of multiple methods to study a 
single problem or program.  Within the scope of this study, the researcher utilized two 
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types of triangulation: data triangulation and theory triangulation.  In terms of the data, 
the researcher incorporated multiple methods for collecting data, including the use of 
interviews as well as focus groups.  This practice lends credibility to the results obtained. 
Regarding theory triangulation, the researcher sought the assistance of other researchers 
to help code the data to ensure that individual researcher biases did not unduly influence 
the manner in which the data was coded.  
Some of the strengths of this study lie in the researcher’s access to high school 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members, through her role as a 
comprehensive, public high school principal.  Public high schools in California are 
evaluated by multiple measures, including their California Healthy Kids Survey results, 
which are gathered annually and represent the perspectives of staff members, students, 
and parents regarding the safety and cultural elements of the school and guided the 
researcher in the selection of schools within the state of California for this study. 
Additionally, the simplicity of the research design helped ensure the attainment of 
meaningful data, as the scope was appropriate to the time constraints given.  The use of 
triangulation further strengthened the study by incorporating additional safeguards 
against researcher bias and data analysis flaws.  Additionally, the researcher employed 
the process of “self-disclosure,” which asks a researcher to think about the research 
problem, in advance of conducting any interviews, through the lens of his or her own 
experience, backgrounds, and attitudes, thus assisting the researcher in approaching the 
study with an “unbiased attitude” (Patten, 2012, p. 153).  
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Population 
 A study’s population is regarded in the literature as “a group of elements or cases, 
whether individuals, objects, or events, that conform to specific criteria” (McMillian & 
Schumacher, 2010, p. 129) which share common characteristics and enable a researcher 
to generalize the data collected.  The population for this study consists of the 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members serving in American 
comprehensive public high schools during the 2016-2017 school year.  Nationally, there 
are over 24,000 secondary schools serving over 15 million students (National Center for 
Educational Statistics, 2016).  California alone encompasses over 1300 high schools 
serving over 1.7 million students in highly diverse settings, stretching from the deserts of 
southernmost portion of the state to the central valley to the Sierra Foothills in the 
northern portion of the state (California Department of Education [CDE], 2016).  The 
diversity of high school settings and student populations within the state of California 
allow for the selection of schools that enable the researcher to gather richly diverse data 
as identified through a common measurement, the California Healthy Kids Survey. 
Target Population 
The target population of a research study must be clearly identified in advance of 
the research and is intended to define the population to which the findings of a study are 
meant to be generalized (McMillan & Schumacher, 2014).  The comprehensive, public 
high schools targeted for this study are those which have demonstrated growth within the 
past four school years with regard to school culture-related factors.  The target population 
were identified by growth in culture-related areas indicated on the California Healthy 
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Kids Survey, which is the “largest statewide survey of resiliency, protective factors, risk 
behaviors, and school climate in the nation” (WestEd, 2016).  The survey encompasses  
a broad range of key learning and health-related indicators that are used to collect 
student data on attitudes, behaviors, and experiences related to school and 
learning. School connectedness, developmental supports and opportunities, safety, 
violence and harassment, substance use, and physical and mental health are some 
of the key areas assessed by the survey. (WestEd, 2016)  
At the high school level, the California Healthy Kids Survey is taken by all 9th 
and 11th graders on an annual basis.  Additionally, companion surveys for staff and 
parents are given and data is recorded and compared over time.  The California Healthy 
Kids Survey website, developed by WestEd for the California Department of Education 
(CDE), enables the public to search survey results by state, county, or LEA.  There are 86 
high schools in California that meet the criteria that show significant positive growth in 
California Healthy Kids Survey results over the past four years.  There is no source that 
provides the number of high schools outside of California that meet these criteria. 
The target population of this study was then narrowed through the researcher’s 
use of experts in the field of high school culture, who directed the researcher to potential 
schools suited to the study among the population of schools which met the criteria.  These 
experts were Phil Boyte, author of School Culture by Design and creator of the Breaking 
Down the Walls and Link Crew school culture-building programs and Richard Parkhouse, 
author of Building the World’s Greatest High School and Building the World’s Greatest 
High School Student Leader.  Based upon this information, the researcher validated the 
appropriateness of the potential selections through California Healthy Kids Survey results 
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which demonstrated measurable growth over the course of the past four years.  The 
findings of this study can be generalized to all comprehensive public high schools fitting 
the criteria of positive school culture shifts within the past four years.  
Sample 
 When researchers are interested in results that may have “broader implications,” 
(Patten, 2012, p. 151) they should seek participants from a variety of sources rather than 
one source.  Purposive sampling is utilized by qualitative researchers to seek individuals 
who are likely to serve as “rich sources of information” (Patten, 2010, p. 149) related to 
the topic of interest.  Convenience sampling is used when a group of subjects is selected 
based on being accessible to the researcher (McMillan & Schumacher, 2014).  The 
researcher used both purposive and convenience sampling methods in the conducting of 
this research.  Sample size within qualitative research typically ranges from 1 to 40 or 
more participants, often based on the “availability of information-rich cases” (McMillian 
& Schumacher, 2014, p. 352).  The sample population, based on the California Healthy 
Kids Survey data and expert opinions offered by individuals who have studied and 
observed shifting school culture in high school settings over an extended period of time, 
included all comprehensive, public high schools in California meeting the criteria.  Based 
on analysis of survey data, coupled with expert opinion, the sample population included 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff in 28 comprehensive public high schools in 
California.  
 Of the initial 28 comprehensive public high schools identified as the sample 
population, purposive sampling was utilized to reduce the sample further to 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff in 12 schools in order to target specific 
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population factors and ensure a comprehensive cross-section of California’s 
comprehensive public high schools.  Given the depth of inquiry that corresponds with this 
research methodology, the researcher chose to study a small number of schools in depth 
in order to develop a comprehensive, holistic understanding of the elements which 
influenced each school’s positive cultural shift.   
Sample Selection Process 
Roberts (2012) asserts that the credibility of a study relies heavily on the quality 
of the procedures that are used to select the sample.  The appropriate selection of persons 
to observe and interview helps to ensure the “richest and most meaningful” (Bamberger, 
Rugh, & Mabry, 2012, p. 357) information.  The researcher developed criteria for sample 
selection based on several factors that lend themselves to the development of a broad, 
holistic understanding of the topic based on the diversity of participants.  The criteria 
utilized to hone the potential sample to the administrators, teachers, and classified staff in 
12 schools which would be approached for potential participation in the study included: 
 Unique demographic factors that add to the diversity of the total sample (i.e. 
rural setting versus urban setting, large student population versus small 
student population, geographical region of the state(s), age of the school, 
socioeconomic profile of the student body, presence of special populations 
such as English Language Learners, etc.) (see Table 5). 
 
 
 
 
132 
 
Table 5 
 
Prospective Sample Population Demographic Factors 
 
- 
School 
Setting 
Region of 
California 
Student 
Population 
Size 
Special 
Populations 
Socio- 
Economic 
Profile 
Age of 
the School 
School 1 Urban Southern  2000-2500 English 
Language 
Learners 
High 
poverty 
40-50 years 
School 2 Suburban Northern  
 
500-1000 N/A Middle 80-90 years 
School 3 Urban Northern 1000-1500 N/A Low  
Poverty 
50-60 years 
School 4 Rural Central 1500-2000 English 
Language 
Learners 
High  
Poverty 
20-30 years 
School 5 Suburban Northern 1000-1500 Special 
Education 
population 
with Severe 
Disabilities 
Middle 20-30 years 
School 6 Suburban Southern 1000-1500 N/A Low 
Poverty 
10-20 years 
School 7 Rural Northern 1000-1500 English 
Language 
Learners 
High 
Poverty 
40-50 years 
School 8 Urban Central 2500-3000 English 
Language 
Learners 
High 
Poverty 
20-30 years 
School 9 Urban Southern 1500-2000 English 
Language 
Learners 
Middle 40-50 years 
School 10 Suburban Southern 1500-2000 N/A Middle 10-20 years 
School 11 Suburban Central 2000-2500 English 
Language 
Learners  
High 
Poverty 
60-70 years 
School 12  Rural Northern 500-1000 N/A Middle 30-40 years 
 
 Schools with large enough staffs (a minimum of 15 teachers and 15 classified 
staff members) that conducting focus groups of six to eight members of each 
employee group would be feasible within the normal operations of the school; 
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 Expert opinions on the strength of the school’s positive shift over the past two 
to four school years; 
 Multiple quantifiable measures (California Healthy Kids Survey results 
combined with other artifacts/data which validate the survey results) 
demonstrating significant positive shifts in perceptions of the school’s culture; 
 Consistency of leadership at the site level, particularly in the position of 
principal, over the past two to four school years; 
 Ability for the researcher to reasonably travel to the school site or connect 
with the participants virtually; 
 Potential availability of the school site participants during the time frame of 
the study, based on the school’s academic calendar. 
After the potential participating schools were selected, the researcher engaged in 
the following steps in order to pinpoint the participants for the study: 
 Step 1: Secure a list and contact information for the 12 potential participating 
schools. 
 Step 2: Contact the principal of each school to gauge interest in participation 
as well as the feasibility of fulfilling all components of the study within the 
given time frame. 
 Step 3: Determine the final selection of participating schools, based on 
convenience sampling, which will amount to no fewer than six schools.  
Within the minimum number of six schools considered as a baseline, the 
researcher will study a minimum total number of 78-102 subjects, given that 
the school’s principal, six to eight teachers, and six to eight classified staff 
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members will be studied at each school.  Once the researcher has obtained the 
verbal assent of the principals contacted, the researcher will ensure that the 
participating schools reflect a cross-section of population demographic factors 
including: 
 At least two schools from each school setting (urban, suburban, and rural); 
 At least two schools from each of the three regions of the state of 
California (southern, central, and northern); 
 At least one school in each student population size category (under 1000 
students, 1000-2000 students, and over 2000 students); 
 At least two schools from each of the identified special population 
categories (English Language Learners population and Special Education 
population with Severe Disabilities); 
 At least one school from each of the socioeconomic profile categories 
(high, middle, and low poverty); 
 At least one school from each of the school age ranges (0-20 years, 20-40 
years, and over 40 years). 
 Step 4: Provide the principal of each school with documents that provide 
participants Bill of Rights (see Appendix B), assurances of confidentiality and 
informed consent (Appendix C). 
 Step 5: Ask participating principals to select six to eight teachers and six to 
eight classified staff members (representing various divisions of the classified 
staff such as clerical, food service, maintenance/custodial, etc.) for 
participation in focus group discussions. 
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 Step 6: Provide the focus group participants from each school with a 
participants’ Bill of Rights, letter of invitation (Appendix D), confidentiality 
and informed consent documents.  
 Step 7: Schedule visits to each school in order to conduct one-on-one 
interviews with each principal (see Appendix E), conduct two separate focus 
group discussions (teachers and classified staff members separately) (see 
Appendix F), and collect artifacts, documentation, and observation which will 
triangulate the data gathered through the interviews and focus groups.  
Instrumentation 
 The instrumentation utilized in this study resulted from complex and varied 
efforts over the course of many months, including a thorough review of the literature. 
Synthesizing the literature enables a researcher to compare, contrast, and merge disparate 
pieces of information into one coherent whole that provides a new perspective (Roberts, 
2010).  Furthermore, the review of the literature requires “locating, analyzing, 
synthesizing, and organizing previous research related to an area of study in order to 
obtain a detailed, cutting-edge knowledge of a particular topic” (Roberts, 2010, pp. 86-
87).  From the literature review, the researcher was able to identify an appropriate, 
current, meaningful conceptual framework to serve as the basis for the development of 
the instruments used within the study.  A conceptual or theoretical framework serves to 
conceptualize the study’s focus or the research perspective while providing the 
boundaries, or scaffolding, for the study itself (Roberts, 2010).  Gruenert and Whitaker 
(2015) propose that assessing a school’s culture relative to these twelve aspects allows 
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the organization to identify strengths and weaknesses and develop a plan for positive 
change (2015).  The 12 aspects of school culture are as follows: 
 Student achievement, which refers to the students’ academic performance, as 
measured by grades, standardized assessments, course assessments, and other 
college and career readiness standards, 
 Shared values, which represent the degree to which the members of the school 
community (including staff members, students, and parents) possess a 
common, articulated set of values regarding the vision and purpose of the 
school community and its members, 
 Risk taking, which specifically pertains to the willingness on the part of staff 
members, students, and families to demonstrate the vulnerability required to 
try new things and make mistakes with the purpose of bettering the school, 
 Openness, which describes the communication and relational elements 
between school stakeholders in regard to their willingness to share, listen, and 
deeply engage with one another on matters that are of shared importance to 
the school community, 
 Leadership, which includes the direction and guidance set forth, not only by 
the principal and other administrators, but also by teacher leaders and student 
leaders, 
 Socialization, which relates to the manner and degree to which the members 
of the school community relate on a social level, including student-to-student 
socialization, staff-to-staff socialization, and socialization that includes 
parents and community members, 
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 Collegial awareness, which describes the degree to which staff members 
within a school know and understand one another, both as professionals and in 
personal ways, including teaching and learning styles, preferences, needs, 
values, and interests, 
 Decision making, which occurs on all levels of the school organization and, 
ideally, is an inclusive process that involves all staff members, students, and 
parents in meaningful ways, 
 Trust, which indicates the level at which members of the school community 
are able to be open, honest, and vulnerable with one another within an 
atmosphere that is emotionally and physically safe, 
 Parent relations, which involves the manner in which parents within the 
school community are engaged in the process of education and their input is 
solicited by school staff, 
 Communication, which occurs on numerous levels within the school 
community, both formally and informally and in written and spoken means, in 
all directions, including staff, students, and families, and 
 Organizational history, which refers to the emphasis the members of the 
school community place on knowing and understanding what has occurred, 
both positive and negative, in the school’s history, as a means of honoring the 
positive elements and consciously changing that which has not served the 
school community well (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 67-69). 
The researcher employed this conceptual framework to develop interview questions and 
focus group discussion guidelines and parameters.  
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Instruments 
 One instrument utilized in this study was the interview protocol the researcher 
employed in semi-structured, one-on-one, phenomenological interviews with each 
school’s principal.  Qualitative interviewing is typically semi-structured for flexible use 
of prepared questions, thereby maximizing opportunities for both focused and emergent 
information gathering (Bamberger, Rugh, & Mabry, 2012, p. 308).  Questions on 
interview protocols should elicit explanations rather than simple answers; additionally, 
questions should be clearly worded, focused, and brief rather than complicated or 
ambiguous (Bamberger et al., 2012).  Patten (2012) notes that an interview protocol 
should include written directions pertaining to the conducting of the interview itself in 
addition to questions to be asked of each participant.  The researcher developed interview 
questions, based on the Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) framework, with the assistance of 
experts in the field of school culture, and field tested the interview protocol with two 
comprehensive, public high school principals.   
The second instrument used in this research study was the focus group discussion 
protocol developed by the researcher with the assistance of high school culture experts 
and based on Gruenert and Whitaker’s 12 Aspects of School Culture (2015).  Focus 
groups typically include six to 12 participants who are gathered by a facilitator to discuss 
a particular topic (Patten, 2012).  The facilitator should have a predetermined 
“questioning route” to ensure that all relevant aspects of the topic are discussed within a 
nonthreatening atmosphere (Patten, 2012).  After developing the focus group discussion 
protocol, the researcher field tested it with two focus groups, one comprised of six 
teachers and one comprised of six classified staff members.  Based on feedback from 
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those field test participants, the researcher refined the protocol prior to implementation 
with the actual study participants.   
Completing the instrumentation triad, the researcher incorporated the use of 
documentary and artefactual data within the data collection process.  Documentary and 
artefactual data include texts, photos, and other tangible items from the site that are 
collected and analyzed; Bamberger et al. (2012) note that “review of documents and other 
artifacts of material culture provides a relatively unobtrusive method of gaining 
information and may offer information unavailable from other types of data sources” (p. 
310).  These data were utilized to affirm or disaffirm the information gathered from the 
one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions.  
Additionally, the researcher herself is considered an instrument, as her efforts to 
reduce researcher bias and apply knowledge of the body of literature and understanding 
of valid and reliable research methods resulted in a viable research study with 
transferrable findings.  The researcher’s personality, interviewing and communication 
styles, background knowledge and experience, and life experiences prior to the 
conducting of this study can potentially influence the manner in which data is collected. 
Accordingly, some biases may result.  The researcher addressed this potential issue 
through field testing of the interview and focus group protocols, consistent application of 
interview and focus group protocols, and the use of a secondary researcher to engage in 
double-coding of the data. 
Reliability 
 Research is said to possess reliability if it “yields consistent results” (Patten, 2012, 
p. 73).  The researcher employed extensive knowledge of the subject based on the review 
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of the literature combined with professional experience as a comprehensive, public high 
school teacher and administrator, to develop and implement data collection instruments 
that bore reliable results.  The researcher’s interest in the topic, knowledge and 
experience, and access to experts within the field of school culture assisted her in 
developing appropriate, reliable instruments.  The researcher’s use of field testing, data 
triangulation, the use of an audit trail for documentation purposes, and careful acquiring 
and cataloging of relevant documents and artifacts combined to bolster the reliability of 
the study.  The researcher’s collaboration with other comprehensive, public high school 
leaders as well as experts in the field of school culture enabled the researcher to develop 
reliable instruments which met the needs of the study and ensured reliable results.  
Another key method in obtaining reliability within a qualitative research study 
involves double-coding, which ensures a coding accuracy rate of 80% or higher within at 
least 10% of the data when at least two researchers code the same data (Lombard, 
Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2010).  Intercoder reliability was utilized by the researcher in 
order to enhance the study’s reliability during the data analysis phase.  The intercoder 
reliability was obtained through the following steps:  
 Step 1: The primary researcher selected 10% of the data to code through the 
NVivo coding program.  NVivo is a software program that  “supports                          
qualitative and mixed methods research” by helping the researcher “organize, 
analyze and find insights in unstructured, or qualitative data like interviews, 
open-ended survey responses, articles, social media and web content” (QSR 
International, 2016).  
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 Step 2: The primary researcher used the NVivo software to code 100% of the 
data. 
 Step 3: The primary researcher shared the themes generated through the 
coding process with the secondary researcher.   
 Step 4: Before coding 10% of the data, the secondary researcher looked to 
validate the themes identified by the primary researcher by scanning the data. 
Differences in perspective regarding the themes between the two researchers 
were discussed in order to identify agreed-upon themes. 
 Step 5: The secondary researcher coded 10% of the data based on the agreed-
upon themes. 
 Step 6: Upon the completion of this process, the secondary researcher returned 
the data to the primary researcher. 
 Step 7: The primary researcher engaged in comparative analysis of the data 
frequencies for each code determined by the two researchers in order to arrive 
at common ground in the data analysis process. 
  As described in the research design, the researcher ensured reliability through 
multiple measures, including the careful maintenance of all records, use of interview and 
focus group session transcription, the practice of member checking among the study 
participants, and the assistance of peer researchers in the development of the research 
design and data collection tools, methods, and analysis strategies. 
Field Test 
 As the researcher developed the interview and focus group protocols with the 
assistance of peer researchers and field experts, conducting field testing was an important 
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component of ensuring the reliability of the instruments.  During May of 2017, the 
researcher conducted field testing of both the one-on-one interview protocol and the 
focus group discussion protocol with volunteer participants from two comprehensive, 
public high schools.  This field testing process helped determine the appropriate 
correlation between the research purpose, research questions, interview and focus group 
questions and prompts, and interview and focus group participant responses.  The 
researcher also field tested transcription protocols through the use of Rev transcription 
services.  Feedback from the field testing process assisted the researcher in refining lines 
of questioning and interview and focus group facilitation techniques in order to best align 
the research purpose and outcomes. 
Validity 
 Researchers say that a measure is valid to the extent that it “measures what it is 
designed to measure and accurately performs the function(s) it is purported to perform” 
(Patten, 2012, p. 61).  Data accuracy is of paramount importance; researchers are obliged 
to employ validation strategies, such as triangulation, member checking, the use of an 
audit trail, peer debriefing, and external auditing to check the accuracy of the data they 
have collected (Roberts, 2010).  The researcher engaged in an external audit process 
before beginning the research study in order to ensure that the research purpose, 
questions, and proposed methodology were valid.  This external audit process assisted the 
researcher in honing interview techniques and identifying and addressing potential 
researcher bias.  Additionally, the use of intercoder reliability practices and field testing 
further strengthened the validity of the instruments and data analysis procedures and 
protocols. 
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 The internal and external validity of the study was further strengthened by the use 
of a research-based conceptual framework in the development of the instruments. 
Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) propose that assessing a school’s culture relative to 12 
aspects allows the organization to identify strengths and weaknesses and develop a plan 
for positive change.  The 12 aspects of school culture are: 
 Student achievement;  
 Collegial awareness;  
 Shared values;  
 Decision making;  
 Risk taking;  
 Trust;  
 Openness;  
 Parent relations;  
 Leadership;  
 Communication;  
 Socialization; and  
 Organizational history (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015).  
The researcher employed this conceptual framework to develop interview questions and 
focus group discussion guidelines and parameters.  
The research presented in Chapter II is clear on this point: “The work of schools 
happens primarily through relationships” (Tschannen-Moran, 2014, p. 7).  Lassiter (2012) 
takes this notion a step further with the acknowledgement that “the only way to expand 
and grow the organization’s capacity for continuous improvement is to expand the 
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capacity and knowledge of the individuals who work in the organization” (p. 540).  The 
research clearly indicates that schools that are “meeting and exceeding the challenges 
they face [are doing so by] creating cultures that value cooperation, collaboration, and 
teamwork” (Lassiter, 2012, p. 32).  Tubin’s (2015) research furthers this concept by 
recognizing that “school success is not a product of the optimal structure or ideal 
leadership style, but an outcome of multiple and ongoing actions of many actors 
accomplished over time and space” (p. 644).  These “many actors” - the administrators, 
teachers, and classified staff, possess the ability to shape the lives and futures of 
American’s youth.  After thorough analysis of all related literature, the researcher 
developed two overarching RQs and four RSQs designed to guide this research study. 
The instruments used within this study were grounded in the literature, through the lens 
of the conceptual framework. 
Data Collection 
 Bamberger et al. (2012) note that ethnographic data collection, including 
observations, interviews, and on-site collection of documents and artifacts, must be 
repeated until “patterns emerge from which analytic-thick descriptions can be developed, 
facilitating deep understanding” (pp. 292-293).  Researchers must employ scrupulous 
protocols in the recording of data, including obtaining permission from participants to 
record their interviews and explaining why the researcher wishes to record the interview, 
explaining how the recording will be used, stored, and destroyed after transcription, and 
assuring confidentiality through the use of fictitious names and codes (Roberts, 2010). 
All participants in a research study must be informed about what happens to the data 
collected from them or about them and must further be assured that all data will be held 
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in confidence (Roberts, 2010).  Prospective study participants must provide informed 
consent, assuring that they are fully informed about the procedures and risks involved in 
the research project before they agree to take part (Roberts, 2010).  In simplest terms, 
informed consent, along with confidentiality, are core rights of human subjects (Roberts, 
2010).  Qualitative researchers are best served by including the collection of demographic 
information in their data collection, as this information helps the “consumers of research 
see the participants” (Patten, 2012, p. 149).  
 Prior to any data collection, the necessary training was completed, qualifying the 
researcher to conduct research on human participants (see Appendix G).  After the 
certificate of completion had been received the researcher submitted a Request for 
Approval to the Brandman University Institutional Review Board (BUIRB) (see 
Appendix H); once approval to conduct the study was received by the researcher, the data 
collection process began with the organizing of a schedule and timeline for interviews, 
focus group discussions, and school site observations.  Before conducting interviews or 
facilitating focus groups, the researcher obtained informed consent from each participant 
and provided confidentiality assurances to all participants.  The researcher protected the 
identities of the participants by using pseudonyms for all study participants and 
maintaining all records and data in locked cabinets within the researcher’s residence. 
Following the defense of the study, all associated confidential documents were shredded.   
 A week prior to each school site visit, the researcher confirmed the schedule of 
activities with the principal’s administrative assistant.  Each school site visit, which took 
place during the months of May and June of 2017, included the following elements: 
 A one-on-one interview with the site principal, conducted by the researcher. 
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 A one-hour focus group discussion with six to eight members of the school’s 
teaching staff, facilitated by the researcher. 
 A one-hour focus group discussion with six to eight members of the school’s 
classified staff, facilitated by the researcher. 
 A 30-minute (minimum) tour of the campus, including the collection of 
artifacts and observations relevant to the study’s purpose. 
After each school site visit, the researcher sent all audio recordings to the Rev 
Transcription Center for transcription services.  The Rev Transcription Center emailed 
the transcriptions to the researcher, at which time the researcher emailed the transcripts to 
all participants to garner their assessment of the transcript’s accuracy in reflecting their 
perceptions and statements.  Member checking enhances the dependability of interview 
transcripts as it treats participants as members of the research team and provides them the 
opportunity to review the results of the analysis, so that researchers can determine if the 
results “ring true” to the participants (Patten, 2012).  
After transcripts were reviewed by the participants, the researcher utilized the 
NVivo software to code the data for themes that pertained to the research questions. 
Artifacts provided by each school and observational data acquired by the researcher 
during the school site visits were also coded for themes using the NVivo software. 
Intercoder reliability was achieved through the process outlined earlier in this chapter.  
Data Analysis 
  Data analysis refers to the “making sense of the data and interpreting them 
appropriately so as not to mislead readers” (Roberts, 2010, p. 38).  The researcher 
engaged in varied efforts to ensure that the data analysis process was well-structured, 
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unbiased, and validated by fellow researchers and experts in the field.  The reporting of 
research findings must meet ethical standards by avoiding the omission of conflicting 
data or engaging in selective reporting; similarly, researchers must not omit negative 
results of their data collection (Roberts, 2010).  
Data Coding 
A qualitative study, involving interviews and focus group discussions, requires 
coding of the themes which emerge through the interviews and discussion.  Coding of 
data is a process which involves the synthesis of data for categories, ideas, and themes 
(Patton, 2015).  As codes emerge, the researcher marks passages of text with a code label 
in order to identify commonalities between study participant opinions, ideas, and 
perspectives (Patton, 2015).  Patton (2015) notes that the researcher seeks to identify 
high-frequency themes through this process, which will lead to the findings of the study. 
In this study, data coding was completed for each interview and focus group discussion 
transcription and NVivo software was utilized to analyze the codes to determine 
frequency.  The NVivo software assisted the researcher in sorting and organizing the 
emerging themes; however, the researcher was ultimately responsible for analyzing the 
data appropriately and identifying themes accurately.  The data collected for this study 
were coded for emergent themes (Patton, 2015) that described the perspectives of the 
various schools stakeholder groups (principals, teachers, and classified staff members) 
regarding the most significant factors in the positive cultural shifts within their schools.  
Upon completion of the coding process, the researcher engaged a peer researcher in 
reviewing the coding analysis to bolster the reliability of the analysis.  Cho (2008) 
describes inter-coder reliability as “the extent to which two or more independent coders 
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agree on the coding of the content of interest with an application of the same coding 
scheme” (p. 1) and notes that it is a “critical component in the content analysis of open-
ended responses, without which the interpretation of the content cannot be considered 
objective and valid” (2008, p. 1).  
Data Triangulation 
Triangulation of data enables a researcher to achieve greater reliability in results 
by considering multiple aspects of each phase of the data collection and analysis 
processes.  Patton (2015) notes that “triangulation strengthens a study by combining 
methods.  This can mean using several kinds of methods or data, including using both 
quantitative and qualitative approaches” (p. 316).  Denzin’s (1978) four basic types of 
triangulation are as follows: (a) data triangulation (the use of a variety of data sources in a 
study), (b) investigator triangulation (the use of several different researchers or 
evaluators), (c) theory triangulation (the use of multiple perspectives to interpret a single 
set of data), and (d) methodological triangulation (the use of multiple methods to study a 
single problem or program).  
 Within the scope of this study, the researcher utilized two types of triangulation: 
data triangulation and theory triangulation.  In terms of the data, the researcher 
incorporated multiple methods for collecting data, including the use of interviews, focus 
group discussions, observation of school settings, and collection of artifacts.  This 
practice lends credibility to the results obtained.  Regarding theory triangulation, the 
researcher sought the assistance of other researchers to help code the data to ensure that 
individual researcher biases did not unduly influence the manner in which the data were 
coded.  Triangulation of data, which involves deliberate attempts to confirm, elaborate, 
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and disconfirm facts and interpretations, is built into good qualitative research design 
(Bamberger et al., 2012).    
With all of these factors taken into account, the data analysis conducted within 
this study culminated in the research findings, which are reported in detail in Chapter IV.  
Limitations 
The limitations of a study are regarded as the particular features that may 
negatively impact the results or ability of a researcher to generalize the data; typically, 
these factors are beyond the researcher’s locus of control (Roberts, 2010).  For example, 
with regard to analysis and interpretation of data, researchers must consider the “ethics of 
generalizability,” (Roberts, 2010, p. 39) which caution that one cannot generalize 
findings from one population to other populations or settings. 
The only measureable instrument that could be found to use as a qualifier was the 
California Healthy Kids Survey, which does not address all aspects of school culture.  
The California Healthy Kids Survey was augmented by expert opinion which, by its 
nature, is subjective.  The study is also limited by the length of time available for the 
collection of data, as well as the time of school year during which this process took place; 
the last month of the school year is not an ideal time to attempt to interview staff 
members, as there are so many important events occurring each day on campus.  
Additionally, the relatively small sample size of six schools and their representative 
groups makes the generalizability of the results somewhat limited, though the depth of 
the data collection processes related to each school site mitigates this limitation to some 
degree.  Researcher bias is an inevitable limitation; as the researcher is a current 
comprehensive, public high school principal, she possesses personal experience that 
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influences her perspective on the topic of school culture.  The researcher worked to 
mitigate this limitation through the use of expert and peer researcher assistance with 
methodology and instrument development, field testing of the instruments and interview 
and focus group protocols, dual coding practices, and member checking. 
Summary 
 The methodology and practices planned and executed in conjunction with this 
research study reflected the importance of the ethical issues that arise in all aspects of 
conducting research; such areas include attention to human rights, data collection, data 
analysis and interpretation, respect for the research site, writing, and disseminating of 
research (Roberts, 2010).  This chapter presented the purpose statement, RQs, and RSQs 
used as the foundation for the study.  The research design was described in great detail, 
including the phenomenological elements of one-on-one interviews, focus groups, 
observation, and collection of artifacts and other data to be used in the study.  The 
population, comprehensive, public high schools which have experienced a measurable 
positive shift in factors related to school culture within the past four years, was discussed, 
including a description of the target population, the sample drawn from that population, 
and the manner in which the population sample was determined.  The instrumentation 
development process was then described, including the use of a conceptual framework 
based on Gruenert and Whitaker’s (2015) 12 Aspects of School Culture.  The researcher 
then described the instruments developed for this study as well as the manner in which 
the instruments were assessed for validity and reliability.  The field testing process was 
also explained, followed by an outline of the data collection timeline, process, and 
procedures.  Elements of data analysis were described and the study’s limitations were 
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acknowledged, along with the methods used by the researcher to mitigate those factors. 
Chapter IV presents, in detail, the findings of the study, based on the data collection and 
analysis procedures described in this chapter.  
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CHAPTER IV:  RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS 
 Friedman and Mandelbaum (2011) recognize the “hyper-connected” nature of 
education on a global scale and Theisen-Homer (2015) identifies the challenges facing 
America’s schools, including “deep budget cuts, incongruous leadership, and increased 
accountability” (p. 95).  Lawrence-Lightfoot’s (1983) research indicates that America’s 
best high schools possess a “sustained and viable ideological stance that guards them 
against powerful and shifting societal intrusions” (p. 25).  The research clearly indicates 
that creating a “collective culture of efficacy” (M. Fullan, 2014, p. 55) among a school’s 
stakeholders is key.  This culture must include the four “core constituencies” (Randle-
Robbins, 2016, pp. 22-23) of teachers and staff, parents and caregivers, students, and 
community members.  Schechter’s (2011) research identifies the expertise of educators in 
schools as a “rich, barely tapped resource” (p. 2422) when it comes to impacting student 
engagement and achievement.  Ultimately, culture is understood within the body of 
research as the “hidden tool for transforming schools and offering students the best 
learning possible” (Ritchhart, 2015, p. 6).  
Comprehensive public high schools throughout the United States have engaged in 
a variety of methods intended to improve their school cultures.  Desravines et al. (2016), 
note that school culture is “the essential foundation on which effective schools are built” 
(p. 99).  Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) recognize that culture is a framework for solving 
problems, rather than a problem that must be solved.  Research indicates that “building a 
positive community and school climate is a crucial but often overlooked step in school 
improvement” (Kessler & Snodgrass, 2014, p. 60).  These elements have a dramatic 
impact on employee productivity, which ultimately impacts student learning (Robbins, 
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2015).  Many factors coalesce to create and influence a school’s culture and these factors 
are uniquely impacted by all stakeholders, including students, teachers, administrators, 
classified staff members, families, and community members. 
 This chapter investigates the manner in which comprehensive public high schools 
have positively transformed their school cultures.  This chapter also reviews the study’s 
purpose, research questions, methodology, population and sample, and data collection 
methods utilized.  The chapter then presents the data collected through the research study 
and concludes with analysis of the data gathered and key findings that have emerged 
from the data.   
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to discover the 
factors which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public high 
school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, teachers, and classified staff.  
An additional purpose of the study was to determine what similarities and differences 
exist between the perceptions of administrators, teachers, and classified staff.   
RQs 
Roberts (2010) acknowledges that good RQs contain clear variables/concepts, an 
obvious measurement type, and clarification of ambiguous terms.  The RQs that laid the 
foundation for this study are below. 
1. What factors contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive 
public high school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, 
teachers, and classified staff?  
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2. What similarities and differences exist between the perceptions of 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff regarding the factors which 
contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public high 
school’s culture? 
RSQs 
1. What factors do school administrators perceive as contributing to the positive 
transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture? 
2.  What factors do teachers perceive as contributing to the positive 
transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture? 
5. What factors do classified staff members perceive as contributing to the 
positive transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture? 
6. What similarities and differences exist between the perspectives of school 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members regarding the factors 
which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public 
high school’s culture? 
Research Design 
The culture and perspectives of the sub-groups indicated in this study, the 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members within a public high school setting, 
are worthy of observation and analysis, as the perceptions of these sub-groups have not 
been compared within the literature on this topic to date.  As this study only focused on 
investigating a few examples of schools where the cultures have been positively 
transformed, phenomenology makes sense.  In a subsequent research study down the 
road, a pragmatist approach would be warranted, as the emphasis would be on the 
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practical applications of the culture-building strategies identified.  Patton (2015) notes 
that pragmatism “directs us to seek practical and useful answers that can solve, or at least 
provide direction in addressing concrete problems” (p. 152).  
This qualitative phenomenological study is descriptive in nature, as it sets out to 
collect data, through observation, focus groups, and interviews, in order to answer 
questions about an existing phenomenon (the positive transformation of a public high 
school’s culture).  This approach was appropriate for this study because administrators, 
teachers, and staff members were interviewed and/or engaged in focus group discussions 
to determine their perceptions of the key factors of their schools’ cultural shifts. 
Additionally, the researcher participated in observations of each of the identified schools 
through campus tours in order to discover additional salient elements of positive school 
culture.  
Triangulation of data enables a researcher to achieve greater reliability in results 
by considering multiple aspects of each phase of the data collection and analysis 
processes.  Patton (2015) notes that “triangulation strengthens a study by combining 
methods.  This can mean using several kinds of methods or data, including using both 
quantitative and qualitative approaches” (p. 316).  Denzin’s (1978) four basic types of 
triangulation are as follows: (a) data triangulation (the use of a variety of data sources in a 
study); (b) investigator triangulation (the use of several different researchers or 
evaluators); (c) theory triangulation (the use of multiple perspectives to interpret a single 
set of data); and (d) methodological triangulation (the use of multiple methods to study a 
single problem or program.  Within the scope of this study, the researcher utilized two 
types of triangulation: data triangulation and theory triangulation.  In terms of the data, 
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the researcher incorporated multiple methods for collecting data, including the use of 
interviews as well as focus groups.  This practice lends credibility to the results obtained. 
Regarding theory triangulation, the researcher sought the assistance of other researchers 
to help code the data to ensure that individual researcher biases did not unduly influence 
the manner in which the data were coded.  
Some of the strengths of this study lie in the researcher’s access to high school 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members, through her role as a 
comprehensive, public high school principal.  Public high schools in California are 
evaluated by multiple measures, including their California Healthy Kids Survey results, 
which are gathered annually and represent the perspectives of staff members, students, 
and parents regarding the safety and cultural elements of the school and guided the 
researcher in the selection of schools within the state of California for this study. 
Additionally, the simplicity of the research design helped ensure the attainment of 
meaningful data, as the scope was appropriate to the time constraints given.  The use of 
triangulation further strengthened the study by incorporating additional safeguards 
against researcher bias and data analysis flaws.  Additionally, the researcher employed 
the process of “self-disclosure,” which asks a researcher to think about the research 
problem, in advance of conducting any interviews, through the lens of his or her own 
experience, backgrounds, and attitudes, thus assisting the researcher in approaching the 
study with an “unbiased attitude” (Patten, 2012, p. 153).  
Population 
 A study’s population is regarded in the literature as “a group of elements or cases, 
whether individuals, objects, or events, that conform to specific criteria” (McMillian & 
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Schumacher, 2010, p. 129) which share common characteristics and enable a researcher 
to generalize the data collected.  The population for this study consists of the 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members serving in American 
comprehensive public high schools during the 2016-2017 school year.  Nationally, there 
are over 24,000 secondary schools serving over 15 million students (National Center for 
Educational Statistics, 2016).  California alone encompasses over 1300 high schools 
serving over 1.7 million students in highly diverse settings, stretching from the deserts of 
the southernmost portion of the state to the central valley to the Sierra Foothills in the 
northern portion of the state (CDE, 2016).  The diversity of high school settings and 
student populations within the state of California allow for the selection of schools that 
enable the researcher to gather richly diverse data as identified through a common 
measurement, the California Healthy Kids Survey. 
The target population of a research study must be clearly identified in advance of 
the research and is intended to define the population to which the findings of a study are 
meant to be generalized (McMillan & Schumacher, 2014).  The comprehensive, public 
high schools targeted for this study are those which have demonstrated growth within the 
past four school years with regard to school culture-related factors.  The members of the 
target population were identified by growth in culture-related areas indicated on the 
California Healthy Kids Survey, which is the “largest statewide survey of resiliency, 
protective factors, risk behaviors, and school climate in the nation” (WestEd, 2016).  The 
survey encompasses  
a broad range of key learning and health-related indicators that are used to collect 
student data on attitudes, behaviors, and experiences related to school and 
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learning. School connectedness, developmental supports and opportunities, safety, 
violence and harassment, substance use, and physical and mental health are some 
of the key areas assessed by the survey. (WestEd, 2016)  
At the high school level, the California Healthy Kids Survey is taken by all 9th 
and 11th graders on an annual basis.  Additionally, companion surveys for staff and 
parents are given and data are recorded and compared over time.  The California Healthy 
Kids Survey website, developed by WestEd for the California Department of Education, 
enables the public to search survey results by state, county, or LEA.  There are 86 high 
schools in California that meet the criteria that show significant positive growth in 
California Healthy Kids Survey results over the past four years.  There is no source that 
provides the number of high schools outside of California that meet these criteria. 
The target population of this study was then narrowed through the researcher’s 
use of experts in the field of high school culture, who directed the researcher to potential 
schools suited to the study among the population of schools which met the criteria.  These 
experts were Phil Boyte (2015), author of School Culture by Design and creator of the 
Breaking Down the Walls and Link Crew school culture-building programs and Richard 
Parkhouse, author of Building the World’s Greatest High School and co-author of 
Building the World’s Greatest High School Student Leader.  Based upon this information, 
the researcher validated the appropriateness of the potential selections through California 
Healthy Kids Survey results which demonstrated measurable growth over the course of 
the past four years.  The findings of this study can be generalized to all comprehensive 
public high schools fitting the criteria of positive school culture shifts within the past four 
years.  
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Sample 
 When researchers are interested in results that may have “broader implications,” 
(Patten, 2012, p. 151) they should seek participants from a variety of sources rather than 
one source.  Purposive sampling is utilized by qualitative researchers to seek individuals 
who are likely to serve as “rich sources of information” (Patten, 2010, p. 149) related to 
the topic of interest.  Convenience sampling is used when a group of subjects is selected 
based on being accessible to the researcher (McMillan & Schumacher, 2014).  The 
researcher used both purposive and convenience sampling methods in the conducting of 
this research.  Sample size within qualitative research typically ranges from 1 to 40 or 
more participants, often based on the “availability of information-rich cases” (McMillian 
& Schumacher, 2014, p. 352).  The sample population, based on the California Healthy 
Kids Survey data and expert opinions offered by individuals who have studied and 
observed shifting school culture in high school settings over an extended period of time, 
included all comprehensive, public high schools in California meeting the criteria.  Based 
on analysis of survey data, coupled with expert opinion, the sample population included 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff in 28 comprehensive public high schools in 
California.  
 Of the initial 28 comprehensive public high schools identified as the sample 
population, purposive sampling was utilized to reduce the sample further to 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff in 12 schools which reflected a variety of 
demographic factors.  Given the depth of inquiry that corresponds with this research 
methodology, the researcher chose to study a small number of schools in depth in order to 
develop a comprehensive, holistic understanding of the elements which influenced each 
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school’s positive cultural shift.  Of the 12 schools identified, the researcher utilized 
purposive and convenience sampling to select six schools that represented a diverse 
assortment of demographic factors, including geographical region of the state of 
California, school setting, age of the school, size of the student population, presence of 
special subgroups such as English Language Learners, and the socioeconomic profile of 
the student body.  The demographic factors represented in each of the six selected 
schools are represented in Table 6.  
Table 6 
 
Sample Population Demographic Factors 
 
- 
School 
Setting 
Region of 
California 
Student 
Population 
Size 
Special 
Populations 
Socio- 
Economic 
Profile 
Age of 
the School 
School A Urban Southern 2000-2500 English 
Language 
Learners 
High 
poverty 
40-50 years 
School B Rural Central 1500-2000 English 
Language 
Learners 
High 
Poverty 
20-30 years 
School C Suburban Northern 1000-1500 Special 
Education 
population 
with Severe 
Disabilities 
Middle 20-30 years 
School D Suburban Southern 1000-1500 N/A Low 
Poverty 
10-20 years 
School E Urban Central 2500-3000 English 
Language 
Learners 
High 
Poverty 
20-30 years 
School F Rural Northern 500-1000 N/A Middle 30-40 years 
 
At each school, the researcher interviewed the principal and conducted two 
separate focus group discussions with six to eight members of the teaching staff and the 
classified staff, respectively, amounting to a total of 88 subjects (see Table 7).  During 
161 
 
each school visit, the researcher also gathered observational data to support the cultural 
change through tours of each school campus. 
Table 7 
 
Demographic Factors Related to Research Study Participants by School  
 
- 
Principal 
Factors 
Teacher Focus 
Group Factors 
Classified Focus 
Group Factors 
Total Number 
of Subjects 
School 1 Male; 10-15 
years 
administrative 
experience 
7 total (4 female, 
3 male); English, 
Social Science, 
Special 
Education, 
Student 
Leadership, and 
Counseling 
departments 
6 total (5 female, 1 
male); 3 office 
staff members, 
1 custodian, 
1 campus 
supervisor, 1 
instructional aide 
14 
School 2 Male; 20-25 
years 
administrative 
experience 
6 total (3 female, 
3 male); Science, 
Math, English, 
Physical 
Education, and 
Student 
Leadership 
departments 
8 total (5 male, 3 
female); 
3 campus 
supervisors, 
1 custodian, 
1 cafeteria worker, 
3 office staff 
members 
15 
School 3 Male; 5-10 
years 
administrative 
experience 
8 total (5 female, 
3 male); English, 
Career/Technical 
Education, Math, 
Science, 
Counseling, and 
Social Science 
departments 
6 total (5 female, 1 
male; 
3 office staff 
members, 
2 cafeteria 
workers, 
1 instructional 
aide 
15 
School 4 Male; 15-20 
years admin. 
experience 
7 total (4 male, 3 
female); English, 
Social Science, 
Physical 
Education, 
World 
Language, and 
Special 
Education 
departments 
6 total (3 female, 3 
male); 2 office 
staff members, 
1 instructional 
aide, 1 campus 
supervisor, 1 
cafeteria worker, 
1 library assistant 
14 
(continued) 
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Table 7 
 
Demographic Factors Related to Research Study Participants by School  
 
- 
Principal 
Factors 
Teacher Focus 
Group Factors 
Classified Focus 
Group Factors 
Total Number 
of Subjects 
School 5 Male; 10-15 
years admin. 
experience 
6 total (4 female, 
2 male); Math, 
Science, 
Counseling, 
Special 
Education, 
Student 
Leadership, and 
Physical 
Education 
departments 
6 total (4 female, 2 
male); 
2 office staff 
members, 2 
cafeteria workers, 
1 maintenance 
worker, 1 
instructional aide 
13 
School 6 Male; 10-15 
years admin. 
experience 
8 total (5 male, 3 
female); English, 
Social Science, 
Science, 
Counseling, 
World 
Language, and 
Special 
Education 
departments 
8 total (4 female, 4 
male); 
3 office staff 
members, 2 
maintenance/ 
custodial workers 
1 cafeteria worker, 
1 campus 
supervisor, 1 
instructional aide 
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Presentation of the Data 
A conceptual or theoretical framework serves to conceptualize the study’s focus 
or the research perspective while providing the boundaries, or scaffolding, for the study 
itself (Roberts, 2010).  Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) propose that assessing a school’s 
culture relative to these 12 aspects allows the organization to identify strengths and 
weaknesses and develop a plan for positive change (2015).  The 12 aspects of school 
culture are as follows: 
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 Student achievement, which refers to the students’ academic performance, as 
measured by grades, standardized assessments, course assessments, and other 
college and career readiness standards; 
 Shared values, which represent the degree to which the members of the school 
community (including staff members, students, and parents) possess a 
common, articulated set of values regarding the vision and purpose of the 
school community and its members; 
 Risk taking, which specifically pertains to the willingness on the part of staff 
members, students, and families to demonstrate the vulnerability required to 
try new things and make mistakes with the purpose of bettering the school; 
 Openness, which describes the communication and relational elements 
between school stakeholders in regard to their willingness to share, listen, and 
deeply engage with one another on matters that are of shared importance to 
the school community; 
 Leadership, which includes the direction and guidance set forth, not only by 
the principal and other administrators, but also by teacher leaders and student 
leaders; 
 Socialization, which relates to the manner and degree to which the members 
of the school community relate on a social level, including student-to-student 
socialization, staff-to-staff socialization, and socialization that includes 
parents and community members; 
 Collegial awareness, which describes the degree to which staff members 
within a school know and understand one another, both as professionals and in 
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personal ways, including teaching and learning styles, preferences, needs, 
values, and interests; 
 Decision making, which occurs on all levels of the school organization and, 
ideally, is an inclusive process that involves all staff members, students, and 
parents in meaningful ways; 
 Trust, which indicates the level at which members of the school community 
are able to be open, honest, and vulnerable with one another within an 
atmosphere that is emotionally and physically safe; 
 Parent relations, which involves the manner in which parents within the 
school community are engaged in the process of education and their input is 
solicited by school staff; 
 Communication, which occurs on numerous levels within the school 
community, both formally and informally and in written and spoken means, in 
all directions, including staff, students, and families; and 
 Organizational history, which refers to the emphasis the members of the 
school community place on knowing and understanding what has occurred, 
both positive and negative, in the school’s history, as a means of honoring the 
positive elements and consciously changing that which has not served the 
school community well. (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, pp. 67-69) 
The researcher employed this conceptual framework to develop interview 
questions and focus group discussion guidelines and parameters.  The researcher was 
then able to apply the responses given by the three employee groups (administrators, 
teachers, and classified staff members) to the overarching RQs in order to identify the 
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factors which most significantly contributed to the schools’ positive transformation of 
their cultures.  Additionally, the researcher was able to compare the responses given 
related to each of the 12 Aspects of School Culture to determine similarities and 
differences between the perceptions of each employee group.  Each interview/focus 
group question is addressed through a discussion of themes that emerged from the data 
analysis.  Additionally, examples related to the themes are presented to expand on and 
provide further understanding of each theme.   
Interview/Focus Group Question 1 
What role has student achievement played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
Discussion of Code 1: The most important factor/foundation of everything. 
 Principals, in particular, were quick to identify student achievement as the 
foundation of everything they do and the most important factor in their school culture. 
Principal 2 explained that student achievement plays the “largest role” and that 
“everything relates to that,” also noting that “our culture is entirely about student 
achievement.”  A member of Teacher Focus Group 1 echoed this sentiment in stating, “I 
think culture's great, all the celebrations are great, but if you don't have student 
achievement, then you don't have a leg to stand on, and I think that's kind of where we 
start.  We believe in each kid, and then you’ve got to create the culture so students feel 
like they're supported academically, too.” 
 Discussion of Code 2: Beating the odds/setting higher expectations. Many of 
the teams working in schools with historically lower overall academic achievement and 
high levels of poverty and community issues emphasized the importance of bashing 
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stereotypes and defying the odds and expectations.  A member of Teacher Focus Group 4 
stated, “We beat out a lot of schools that are much more affluent than we are, and I think 
student achievement drives a lot of this.  We believe in our kids, and we put them in these 
tough classes, and they meet the challenge because we are willing to support them.”  A 
participant from Teacher Focus Group 1 expressed the same notion in explaining that “I 
just think we've beat the odds here, which then motivates staff to keep helping our kids 
improve.  We show them the data, like how well we're doing.  It really motivates them... 
we believe in the kids -- that they can do it.  I don't think we've over-pushed kids, either.  I 
think we find the good achievement balance for what fits for them.”  A member of 
Classified Staff Focus Group 5 also explained, “I would say that it (student achievement) 
plays into it (culture) in a huge way because of the expectation that we have for our kids 
here -- we always set the bar high.  Since I've been here, I know one of the things that 
we've always tried to pride ourselves in is trying to be the best school.” 
 Discussion of Code 3: More about learning/growth than achievement. Many 
of the teams described a deliberate shift that has occurred in their schools regarding 
achievement, expressing that their cultural focus is now about growth, rather than 
achievement in the traditional sense.  Principal 4 made this bold statement, “Student 
achievement and student learning are two different things.  And that has been a major 
focus with us here.  We teamed up with Harvard University and their ‘Turning the Tide’ 
report which explores this issue.  I think we have two pipelines right now in education. 
You have a school-to-prison pipeline, where kids are actively disengaged, then we have 
the high achievement culture which, when you speak to these kids after they've taken 10 
or 15 AP classes, see a therapist twice a week, are on antidepressant medication, cutting 
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at the age of 14, and are in this rapid race to achieve… When you sit down and actually 
talk with them and connect with them and you say, ‘Talk to me about your most 
significant learning experience.  What have you learned?’ It's deer in the headlights.” 
Principal 3 affirmed this notion in stating, “One of the reasons that they said that they 
hired me is I don't see a reason why we can't be the best at everything.  So I want those 
top AP scores; I want the top end kids to excel.  But then I also want to make sure that for 
the struggling kids, we've got the right programs in place, those kids that are potentially 
or have fallen through the cracks… How are we going to catch them and get them up 
there?  When kids have success in the classroom, they feel better about themselves.” 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. The principals were much more adamant than the other stakeholder  
groups about the idea of student achievement being the lynchpin for all of their positive 
cultural efforts.  Principal 3 stated, “Everything we talk about has to do with student 
achievement, from the rally to the noontime activity to why we do Nacho Fridays with 
staff.  It's all about that.  We always try to tie everything back into that.  That's ultimately 
our job.”  The teacher groups were more keenly attuned to the systems of support and 
intervention that must be in place in order for students to achieve academically, including 
social and emotional supports for students.  A member of Teacher Focus Group 2 stated, 
“In order to have the academic achievement, there are a lot of other supports that are 
necessary.  I think that we are doing those things.  We have a really great social 
emotional team that works with kids who are acting out in class because of those reasons 
or not performing or kind of giving up.  We do a really good job of addressing all those 
layers, so that kids can achieve.  I think our teachers do a really good job connecting 
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with kids.  That helps a lot.”  The classified staff members also acknowledged the 
importance of reaching the whole child.  One member of Classified Staff Focus Group 5 
expressed, “So it's really important to get those early identification and early intervention 
structures in place, because if those kids can get a little success, then it just keeps them 
hooked into the whole education system.  If that doesn't happen, by the time we get them 
in ninth grade… at risk?  No, they've already fallen off.  They're past being at risk.” 
Findings. All of the school teams expressed tremendous passion for student 
achievement and described the pride they feel as a school community being closely 
related to the growth and achievement of all students.  This finding was especially 
apparent in the schools with higher rates of poverty and negative perceptions and 
stereotypes about their schools and students within the larger community.  Principals feel 
a tremendous responsibility to ensure that all students achieve at high levels and noted the 
importance of attaching specific schoolwide goals to achievement while connecting all 
communication both within and outside of the organization to this achievement factor.  
Many school teams also noted that student achievements of all kinds are celebrated to a 
greater extent in recent years, in part due to the prevalence of social media.  A participant 
from Teacher Focus Group 3 explained, “All those things that you see, those things get 
tweeted out and retweeted and celebrated just as much as our sporting events, which is 
kind of cool.”  The schools studied clearly demonstrated not just a focus on student 
achievement, but also student achievement as a tremendous source of pride and a rallying 
cry for staff and students (see Table 8). 
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Table 8 
 
Codes for the Role of Student Achievement in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
The most important 
factor/foundation of everything 
4 3 3 10 
Beating the odds/setting higher 
expectations 
3 4 2 9 
More about learning/growth than 
achievement 
3 2 2 7 
Must address underlying issues 
first 
0 2 2 4 
Success breeds success 1 1 1 3 
Early intervention is key 0 2 1 3 
Is the basis of all communication 3 0 0 3 
Environment must be positive 0 2 1 3 
Must have specific goals in place 2 1 0 3 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 2 
What role has collegial awareness/relationships played in the positive shift in 
your school’s culture? 
Discussion of Code 1: Emphasis on collective efficacy/working as a team. 
Each school team expressed that collegial relationships are cultivated through  
deliberate efforts on an on-going basis.  Principal 4 explained, “Our focus here has been 
on teacher collective efficacy, which is just ‘ed-jargon’ for basically saying teachers are 
working well together.  We've teamed up with the Gallup Corporation, and we survey our 
staff once a year looking at levels of engagement, disengagement, and active 
disengagement.  And we use a lot of results from that to guide conversations within our 
department leads as well as teacher leads.  But where we do things here dramatically 
different is we believe heavily in shared leadership, and I'm not just using that as lip 
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service.  We have actually restructured the way that this school works.”  A member of 
Classified Focus Group 3 echoed this idea about teamwork in stating, “I think that is 
probably the biggest thing to do with why the school is what it is because, for the most 
part, everyone works together.  Everyone's willing to help.  It makes this place great. 
There's no negative energy.  Everything's positive.”  Principal 2 added, “The hardest part 
of the job is working with adults and getting them to buy in.  That's a constant cultivating. 
Mostly depending on what's happening in their personal life dictating how they perceive 
their job and their day.”  
 Discussion of Code 2: Collegial relationships build trust. All of the school 
teams studied expressed their belief that the fostering of collegial relationships is 
imperative in regard to trust-building.  Principal 6 explained, “It’s important, because it 
builds that trust, and trust is a huge thing.  Once you build that trust, you can say, ‘Hey, I 
really need you to do this.’  And the teacher will do it.  It's just, they know you've got 
their back and they're going to do it because there's the mutual trust… it builds the 
willingness to listen to each other.”  A member of Teacher Focus Group 5 noted, “We all 
value each other.  I think there's a respect in terms of the collegiality.  We value the 
opinions of others.  There's a trust and shared value in terms of valuing each other and 
also valuing and respecting our students, giving them a voice in class.”  Along these 
same lines, a member of Classified Staff Focus Group 3 stated, “It's good because if we 
know each other and trust each other, the kids will trust us because they know if they talk 
to us, we will be willing to listen and help.” 
 Discussion of Code 3: Relationships are never perfect. All of the school teams 
acknowledged that relationships between and among staff members have their ups and 
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downs and are a constant work in progress.  Principal 1 expressed that “It's not perfect by 
any stretch, but it still stresses that expectation that we're all working together.  Be it 
admin to teacher, teacher to counselor, counselor to admin, we try to create a structure 
here that really puts everyone together.  We're all taking care of kids.  It's not one 
person's job, it's that we're all trying to take care of kids.”  A participant from Teacher 
Focus Group 6 expressed a similar notion, “When we've hit road blocks, we come to the 
table and we meet.  This is something we've been doing the last couple years that really 
helps.”  Many of the teams noted that relationships are a constant challenge, given the 
ever-fluctuating nature of each person’s life circumstances, needs, and concerns, but that 
emphasizing their importance and demonstrating perseverance and dedication to the 
building and maintaining of these collegial relationships pays off in many ways, 
including its impact on students. 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. The principals interviewed expressed the highest level of concern  
with the building and maintaining of staff relationships.  Principal 3 explained that he had 
known and worked with many of the staff members within the school for 25 years, but 
“our relationship instantly changed when my job title changed.  Being aware of that has 
been a growth point for me.”  Principal 6 acknowledged that “we do a lot to try to build  
team and relationships, adult-wise, but it's never perfect for everyone.”  The teacher 
focus groups demonstrated a keen understanding of all of the aspects of collegial 
relationships and commented frequently about the continual challenges of faculty 
members, particularly at the high school level, working in “silos,” where they are doing 
great work, but failing to connect to the larger team in meaningful ways.  A member of 
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Teacher Focus Group 2 explained that “teachers are working diligently in their own 
departments and areas of campus, but struggle to find the time or energy to connect with 
those outside of their immediate work.”  A representative from Classified Staff Focus 
Group 3 also expressed this concern, noting that “people are often spread too thin and 
too exhausted to engage socially with their coworkers.”  The Classified Staff Focus 
Groups also placed particularly strong emphasis on the importance of communication, 
when it comes to collegial awareness and relationships, often feeling as though they are 
the last to know something.  A member of Classified Staff Focus Group 6 noted, “We 
want to be a part of what is happening with our coworkers but sometimes feel out of the 
loop.” 
 Findings. All of the school teams recognized collegial awareness and 
relationships as a fundamental component of their positive school culture shifts.  A 
number of the school teams have begun to implement routines and structures that allow 
for regular social interaction among staff members, including the practice of  “Lawn 
Chair Fridays,” which invites all staff members to connect during lunchtime in their lawn 
chairs.  Many of the staff members also expressed a belief that students benefit greatly 
from observing the collegial interactions and relationships among the staff members at 
the school.  The classified staff members, for the most part, though sometimes feeling a 
bit out of the loop on information, felt valued as colleagues, on the same level with 
administrators and teachers.  Many of the schools studied have created structures that 
support relationships between colleagues, including Principal 4, who stated that “in order 
to build relationships in natural ways, you've got to do that through structure and roles. 
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That is what we have done to build that collegiality, because now everybody feels that 
they have a voice and a vested interest in the process” (see Table 9). 
Table 9 
 
Codes for the Role of Collegial Awareness/Relationships in Positive Shift in School 
Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Emphasis on collective 
efficacy/working as a team 
4 3 3 10 
Collegial relationships build 
trust 
3 3 3 9 
Relationships are never 
perfect 
4 2 2 8 
Importance of a structure that 
puts people together 
3 2 3 8 
Is about communication 0 2 5 7 
Importance of sensitivity to 
personal struggles 
2 2 2 6 
Provides positive modeling 
for students 
1 2 3 6 
Are stronger in some areas 
than others/Silos are still an 
issue 
0 3 2 5 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 3 
What role have shared values played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
Discussion of Code 1: Shared values become the basis for the core values of 
the school. Many of the school teams described ways in which they have  
deliberately developed core values through staff and student input.  Principal 4 described 
his school’s process, “It started a conversation around what we collectively value as a 
staff.  And last year, we did a values exercise where we identify the top five core values. 
We then match that with every staff member… and every student on this campus has 
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taken the strengths assessment.  Now what we have done is we have taken the five core 
values of our teachers, matched it with their five signature strengths, and have been 
working behind the scenes to match up the right teacher strengths with the right student 
strengths as we build the student-centered master schedule.”  Other schools engaged in 
similar processes to define and articulate their shared values, which then serve as the 
foundation for all decision-making and communication.  A participant from Teacher 
Focus Group 5 noted that their shared values help them articulate common expectations 
for students, as they can clearly and confidently describe what “Bruins do” or what the 
“Warrior way” looks like.  
Discussion of Code 2: Shared values are constantly reexamined. Many of the 
school teams expressed the importance of purposefully reexamining their core values (or 
shared values) on a regular basis.  Principal 1 described that “we're now reexamining… 
are they still holding true today?  Are those values still the same?  Do they need to be 
tweaked?  Do they need to be reinforced?”  Principal 6 expressed similar introspective 
questions in explaining that shared values serve as the foundation for “how we create 
programs, how we monitor what we monitor, what we celebrate… now it's at that place 
where we've got a lot of new staff, so are these the same values we hold today?”  
Members of Teacher Focus Group 5 recognized their role in shaping and reshaping the 
shared values of the school and explained that “we value, we call it changing the 
trajectory of lives.  We value that.  I think if you talk to folks, they'll bring that up in some 
way.  That's a value of ours that we're actually changing the trajectory of lives.  We 
discuss this idea all the time and check back to see if it still holds true for our staff.” 
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 Discussion of Code 3: Shared values relate strongly to the principal’s vision. 
The teachers and classified staff members representing the various schools studied 
placed particular emphasis on the importance of the principal’s vision when it comes to 
developing a shared set of values for the organization.  A member of Teacher Focus 
Group 1 stated that “if you work for -- (our principal), he has a vision, and he hires the 
best.  I've been on numerous panels with him, and he wants the best person, and when 
they're not the right fit, they don't come back, and he just kind of finds a way to do that. 
He emphasizes shared values with kids, too.  Like on major hiring positions, he includes 
a panel of students within the hiring process in order to get a sense of what they value in 
leadership... the way he does it, he's a mastermind.  The shared value is, if you believe in 
-- (our principal) and what we're doing here, then you get motivated to work more.”  A 
member of Classified Staff Focus Group 4 expressed a similar idea in explaining that 
“our principal’s vision for the school and his ability to express those values is what 
drives everyone in the organization.  He continually shares his values with the staff and 
community and it motivates everyone to work harder for what’s best for students.”  
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. All school teams responded strongly to the importance of shared  
values within a positive school culture, though they have achieved varying levels of 
success with the implementation of this deliberate practice.  The principals interviewed 
reacted most strongly to the notion that shared values among the staff members need to 
guide the creation of core values for the school.  All of the principals recognized the need 
for core values, which guide expectations for behavior and set the tone for all 
interactions.  Principals also noted the importance of their communication, both internal 
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and external, reflecting and emphasizing the core values of the institution, as well.  The 
teacher focus groups felt most strongly about the necessity of regularly reexamining 
shared values, as staff members change and the values can tend to become lost in the mix 
of daily activity if not deliberately revisited on a regular basis.  Several teachers 
expressed tremendous admiration for their principals in their ability to use values to 
select new staff members and hold that high value expectation for all who work within 
the organization; many teachers noted that this is not often the case in other schools 
where they have worked.  The classified staff members studied were particularly moved 
by the importance of the principal’s vision and how it shapes the shared values within the 
staff, as well as the need for the shared values to remain student-centered.  A member of 
Classified Staff Focus Group 1 expressed that “as a group, we just really want the kids to 
achieve their best, which makes them want to do their best.  Whether it's in the 
classroom, a campus monitor, even our groundskeepers or whomever, everyone is 
looking out for them and making sure that it's just a positive place for everyone to be so 
that they're all excelling.”  
 Findings. All stakeholders studied noted the importance of shared values and the 
schools where indicators of positive school culture are especially strong demonstrated 
highly deliberate focus on not just the understanding of shared values, but the expression 
of core values for the organization, which are seen in their written materials, heard in 
their words when interacting with students and parents, and observable in their 
interactions as staff members.  Many participants expressed that there is a strong 
correlation between shared values and trust and decision making.  Principal 3 explained, 
“If you have the shared values, the collegial awareness and relationships happen, 
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because if you and I share why we come to work each day and what we're here for, we're 
going to get along great, I'm going to trust you, you're going to trust me, we're going to 
talk things over.  So the shared values are very important; that's where it all starts.”  The 
dynamic nature of values was also expressed by multiple participants, which connects to 
the perceived need to reexamine those values regularly.  The principals studied seem less 
cognizant of their role in projecting their own personal vision and values, in regard to the 
way that shapes the values of the collective, while the classified and teaching staff 
members strongly expressed the importance of the leader’s vision when it comes to the 
developing and sustaining of shared values.  Many participants also noted the importance 
of focusing on students within discussion of values as well as including students in 
decision-making as it relates to the school’s core values, as a method of empowering 
them and engaging them more fully in the process and culture (see Table 10).  
Table 10 
 
Codes for the Role of Shared Values in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Become the basis for the core 
values of the school 
4 3 3 10 
Are constantly reexamined 2 4 2 8 
Relate strongly to the 
principal’s vision 
0 3 5 8 
Must serve as the basis for 
hiring new people 
2 4 2 8 
Must be student-centered 0 0 2 3 
Are how we change the 
trajectory of students’ lives 
3 2 1 6 
Are the foundation of 
everything 
3 2 1 6 
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Interview/Focus Group Question 4 
What role has decision making played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 Discussion of Code 1: Shared leadership/decision-making model. All of the 
school teams emphasized the importance of decision making being a collaborative 
endeavor, with many people empowered through a variety of roles to help with decision 
making.  Principal 1 explained, “We have lots of different representative leadership 
groups, from the climate and culture team to instructional leadership team to department 
chairs, to a leadership team.  Those teams are representative.  We do as much as we can 
to allow those groups to make the decisions to move the school.”  Principal 3 echoed this 
idea by stating, “I mean, if I am ever stuck, I've got a decision, I've got to figure out how 
to make something work, I put it in the hands of whomever it affects.  Figure it out, guys. 
And they will always come up with a hundred times better solution than I ever did.”  A 
member of Teacher Focus Group 4 expressed that “our principal is thoughtful about 
engaging a wide variety of people in decision making.”  Many of the classified staff 
members also recognized an inclusive decision-making model within their schools; one 
participant from Classified Staff Focus Group 6 noted, “Every decision seems to be made 
by the team, not one individual.” 
 Discussion of Code 2: Conflict is encouraged/it is safe to disagree. Many of the 
teams expressed confidence that they are able to express their views and ideas about 
decisions with the school leaders and that this open dialogue and honest communication 
is not just accepted, but is welcomed and encouraged.  A member of Teacher Focus 
Group 1 explained, “I can go to ----‘s (the principal) office and disagree with him, and he 
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won't just say, ‘You know what, I'm the big honcho here and this is the way things are 
going to work;’ he'll sit there, he'll listen to the reasoning, sometimes he'll change his 
mind, sometimes he's like, ‘You know what, thanks for your input, we're going to do 
something different.’ But having that open door, that I know that if I believe something 
true to my core, and I go discuss it with him, he'll actually listen and not just give me the 
lip service, but actually change his mind if it actually does benefit the students 
positively.”  Principal 6 expressed his school’s shared decision-making model this way, 
“In the absence of structures and roles to support it, all it is is lip service.  So we have 
spent a great deal of time building a shared leadership model for those decisions to be 
made in the sunlight.  And that takes time.”  Principal 2 added, “It's work.  But four years 
into this thing, I don't think you're going to find a teacher on this campus that wouldn't 
say, ‘I know this guy loves me, I know he cares about me, and I know that if I have an 
issue, I know where I can vent that accordingly’.”  
 Discussion of Code 3: Everyone has a voice/input (buy-in). All of the school 
teams described deliberate attempts made by the school administrators to garner input on 
decision-making.  Principal 6 explained, “I think a lot of people play different roles in 
those decisions here.  Rarely is it solely mine.  We seek a wide range of input and 
advisory.”  Principal 3 acknowledged a similar perspective, “Decision making, it is 
important that the people who the decisions will affect ... if not totally make the decision 
on their own, at least have a say.”  One member of Classified Staff Focus Group 3 
described the ability to provide input on decisions to supervisors, “As far as the whole 
decision making process, we have our input, and we give it to our supervisor.  He listens 
to it, and whatever he does with it, he just kind of makes his decision off of it.”  Many of 
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the teachers and classified staff members acknowledged that having input and a voice 
does not equate directly to changing the outcome of the decision; that being the case, the 
overall perception was still positive, as the employees expressed appreciation for the 
ability to share their perspectives and genuinely be heard by their supervisors and 
principals. 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. Principals interviewed placed a great deal of emphasis on  
proactively seeking the engagement of staff members in decision-making processes and 
roles.  The principals clearly valued input, which was echoed by the teachers and 
classified staff members, but also acknowledged that they are ultimately responsible for 
the decisions made and must, at times, make unpopular decisions, knowing that they 
could damage certain relationships.  Principal 2 expressed this notion by stating, 
“Ultimately, sometimes the guy that sits in that chair right there just has to make a 
decision.  I have to admit that sometimes that's going to damage the relationship with 
whomever, and I have to be okay with that.  That does happen.”  Teachers expressed a 
high level of positive response to shifts that have been made within their schools toward 
teacher-driven decision making.  A member of Teacher Focus Group 6 noted, “I love the 
fact that we are making a shift towards more teacher-driven decision making.  I feel like 
we're really part of a team.  It's really not top-down directed.  I mean, there are ideas 
that come up, but they're always given out to everybody to kind of think about and talk 
about.  Also, I really appreciate the fact that when there is a big decision, there's time, 
that we are allowed to reflect on it and work through it and come back to the table.  I 
think that's really helped a lot lately with our cultural shifts.”  Classified staff members 
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demonstrated appreciation for the ability to express their opinions on decisions, but also 
expressed a higher level of reverence for the ultimate decision maker, especially the 
principal, as well as a willingness to support whatever decisions are made.  A member of 
Classified Staff Focus Group 1 expressed that “we support whatever the decisions are 
from the higher up,” which was echoed by a participant within Classified Staff Focus 
Group 4, who explained, “We don’t always agree with every decision, but we know we 
need to just roll with it and support it all the way.”   
 Findings. Principals interviewed expressed a great deal of weight on their 
shoulders when it comes to decision-making; they noted the importance of acquiring 
input from a variety of sources and engaging staff in decision-making roles whenever 
possible, but also recognized that they are ultimately responsible and that their decisions 
will not always be well-received.  Principal 4 also explained that sometimes he makes 
bad decisions, but he knows that he can own the mistake and honestly communicate 
about it with his staff because of the level of trust and shared ownership that has been 
developed over time.  Principal 6 summarized the decision-making element this way, “I 
think, just from an administrative standpoint, we are very much consciously trying to 
make decisions that are going to impact our campus positively.  Most of the decisions 
that we make, we consider that.  Decisions often weigh heavily on our minds and we 
don’t always get it right.”  Teachers largely felt engaged and empowered in decision-
making capacities and appreciated their principals’ willingness to hear honest input.  
Classified staff members expressed a more passive role in decision-making, in many 
cases expressing that they are able to give input but see their roles, not as decision 
makers, but as supporters of the decisions made by the school leaders (see Table 11). 
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Table 11 
 
Codes for the Role of Decision Making in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Shared leadership and 
decision-making model 
4 4 2 10 
Conflict is encouraged/It is 
safe to disagree 
2 3 4 9 
Everyone has a voice/input 
(buy-in) 
1 4 4 9 
Leaders must involve those 
whom are impacted by the 
decision 
3 3 2 8 
Shift toward teacher-driven 
decision making 
1 5 1 7 
Principal must sometimes 
make the unpopular decision 
3 3 1 7 
Willingness to support 
decisions even when you do 
not agree 
0 2 5 7 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 5 
What role has risk taking played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 Discussion of Code 1: Principal allows staff members to run with ideas. The 
vast majority of school teams studied strongly expressed that their principals 
encourage risk taking by empowering employees to run with their ideas.  Principal 1 
described this dynamic in this way, “If people have ideas, I let them run with it, and very 
rarely will I say, ‘No, that's never worked.  We're not going to do that.’ I try to say, ‘All 
right, go make it happen.  What do you need?  Go make it work, go do it.’  I have a few 
teachers who do that a lot, and then they come back and say, ‘Why did you let me do 
that?’  The same thing is true with my administrators, I try to let them run with ideas.”  A 
participant from Teacher Focus Group 4 explained, “With risk taking, from the 
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teacher's standpoint, I feel like we're encouraged to take risks, and I know that when 
somebody comes into my classroom to evaluate me knowing that I'm taking a risk, it's 
still an evaluation and I have to be on my A game, but it's still okay to put myself out  
there and get some actual good feedback.  I think from the teaching standpoint, the whole  
idea of taking risks with other teachers and with administration is really supported here.” 
A member of Classified Staff Focus Group 2 compared working at this school with other 
school environments in which he has worked, noting that “people here allow me to try 
things to see if it works at this site.  It's not like everything falls on deaf ears.  They listen. 
They let me try this, let me try that.”  
 Discussion of Code 2: Culture of no repercussions for trying something new. 
 Many teachers and classified staff members expressed that, not only are they 
encouraged to take risks and try new methods, they are confident that there will be no 
repercussions when those new methods are unsuccessful.  Many of the school teams 
described a growth mindset as part of their staff culture, expressing the idea that it is 
better to try things and grow from the experience than to stay in one place and learn 
nothing.  Principal 5 explained that the teachers “trust that if they fall flat on their faces, 
it's not going to come back and bite them.  And that's something that I am told is not, has 
not been traditional here in this district.  If you went out on a limb and flopped, you got 
snapped for it.  Why did you try that?  So I'm trying to change that and make it okay.”  A 
member of Teacher Focus Group 4 expressed a similar idea in describing that “I think we 
take a lot of risks and I think we joke a lot that we're the pilot of pilots.  We have a lot of 
pilot programs that we're doing.  If anything's sort of stirring or brewing in the district, 
we say, ‘Hey, we'll pilot it.’  We'd rather be learning it and figuring it out before it gets 
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implemented district wide.  And we know that our principal will be gracious when we 
make mistakes along the way because he wants us to be forward-thinking.”  
 Discussion of Code 3: Risks and change require conflict. All employee groups 
equally reflected that part of the change process, as well as the risk-taking that is a 
necessary element of any change, requires some level of conflict and that this conflict is 
actually helpful to the process.  A member of Teacher Focus Group 3 explained, “I think 
one of the biggest things about risk taking I've noticed with our staff is that a lot of times 
when there is a big change that comes up, we're very vocal about it.  There are times 
when we will argue and be upset, but it's usually about a two-week transitional period. 
Then everybody says, ‘Okay let's do it.’  We come up with a way that we think suits us 
best, and then we go forward.”  Principal 4 also expressed his belief in the power of 
conflict this way, “We have used conflict as a major ingredient to drive some of the 
changes that we have going on our campus.  By being able to engage in some of these 
conflicts and to have people publicly disagree with me and say, ‘I think you got this one 
wrong,’ we've modeled that we're going to do this together.  I firmly believe that where 
there is conflict, there is passion.  Where there is passion, people are going to engage. 
And where they engage, their values will come out.  And you've got to be willing to put 
that out there.  So one of the biggest risks, I think, collectively, across the board, is for 
some of our staff to work through this idea of artificial harmony.  Especially within their 
departments.”   
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. Principals strongly expressed their interest in encouraging staff  
members to try new things without fear of consequences if the outcome is not  
185 
 
what was intended.  Principal 5 noted, “We try to not get stuck in routines and programs 
that we just do for the sake of doing, so I'm constantly letting people run with ideas 
because you never know.  You never know when it works, so I try to let people run with 
different things.  We've had some successes and things that haven't been, but at least 
we're trying something.”  The general sense in each of these organizations is that change 
is welcomed, constant, and embraced as a messy, yet necessary, endeavor.  Teachers also 
acknowledged the principals’ willingness to support their ideas and help with the 
implementation.  In terms of classroom teaching, many teachers expressed that they feel 
confident within their schools to take a teaching risk, knowing that they will not be 
judged harshly for missteps, but will instead be validated for applying the courage 
necessary to try something new.  Classified staff members echoed these same ideas and 
also strongly emphasized the importance of modeling risk-taking for students.  A member 
of Classified Staff Focus Group 6 explained that “kids watch these things and are more 
willing to take risks when the adults do.”  Classified staff members also explained that 
they often take risks in their interactions with students, like this example which was 
shared by a member of Classified Staff Focus Group 2, “Sometimes you take the risk to 
approach a student who may be kind of shut in… you take that risk to try to build that 
bond with them to get them in a more positive mindset.” 
 Findings. Many of the staff members who participated in this study were quickly 
able to contrast their current school environments with those they have been worked in 
previously.  Repeatedly, both teachers and classified staff members noted that their 
current environments are specifically tailored toward risk-taking and that this risk-taking 
culture is only possible within an atmosphere of trust and strong relationships.  Similarly 
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to the perspectives shared about decision making, many members of each focus group 
acknowledged that their school environments are safe enough to take risks, make 
mistakes, and move forward positively.  Several teachers described risks they are able to 
take in the classroom, in terms of instructional practices in particular, which are in 
keeping with this forward-thinking value system; they do not fear reprisal for making an 
error and note that their principals are quick to own their own mistakes along the way, as 
well.  Classified staff members generally spoke less strongly about their ability to take 
risks, but noted that they mostly see their engagement with risk-taking as it relates to their 
interactions with students.  Several of the principals strongly expressed that the conflict 
that accompanies risk-taking is vital to their organizations.  Principal 4 expressed this 
idea in this way, “So this idea of vulnerability-based leadership where lot of leaders I 
would argue -- and I shouldn't even call them leaders.  A lot of managers -- one of the 
biggest things they're fearful of is conflict.  So they have a bigger investment in creating 
artificial harmony, because in this business, the more vanilla you are, the faster you get 
promoted.”  These school environments are clearly focused on creating and implementing 
change, which requires a spirit of risk-taking and acceptance (see Table 12). 
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Table 12 
 
Codes for the Role of Risk Taking in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Principal allows staff 
members to run with ideas 
3 4 4 11 
Culture of no repercussions 
for trying something new 
1 3 6 10 
Risks and change require 
conflict 
4 3 3 10 
The culture needs to be safe 
for risk-taking to occur 
2 2 5 9 
Culture of not getting 
stuck/being on the leading 
edge  
3 2 2 7 
The staff models risk-taking 
for students 
1 1 4 6 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 6 
What role has trust played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 Discussion of Code 1: Trust is the most important factor in school culture. 
 Overwhelmingly, members of each employee group identified trust as the primary 
factor within a positive school culture.  Principal 6 stated this bluntly, “If my staff doesn’t 
trust me… doesn’t trust my decisions or intentions, we’re dead in the water.”  Members 
of each of the teacher focus groups also emphasized trust as the foundation of all other 
aspects of culture.  A participant from Teacher Focus Group 1 explained, “What we do 
every day requires so much determination and courage... and it is so challenging.  We 
absolutely have to know that we all trust one another and will have one another’s backs 
at all times.”  Classified staff members reacted especially strongly to the idea of trust as 
the key to culture, as expressed by a member of Classified Staff Focus Group 4, who 
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shared, “We all play different roles here but we all trust each other and can share our 
vulnerabilities and weaknesses.”  Trust was also described by many participants as the 
key to collegial relationships, decision making, and open communication.   
 Discussion of Code 2: Trust is extremely fragile. The principals, in particular, 
identified the fragile nature of trust within their organizations.  Principal 1 acknowledged, 
“At a high school, this is so fragile.  It's there one day and not the next, then it's back 
again… I know constantly, year in and year out, with my own reflection on what I do, I 
have to constantly tell myself I’ve got to do a better job with it.  Because it's just easy to 
slip away and not even realize, wow, those teachers, they don't trust what I'm doing right 
now; what did I do to have that happen?  Sometimes it may not have anything to do with 
what you did.  It could just be what's happening at the school at that given time.  I think 
it's probably one of the biggest, most significant things for school culture.”  Principal 2 
expounded further, “Trust is ever-fleeting.  Trust is something we always want to work at 
and try to achieve, but it's not always there for everybody.  There are people at our 
school who don't always trust what we're doing, don't always trust me.  That's hard for a 
guy who's big into relationships.  I think the bigger thing is trust in your colleagues and 
your professional learning community.”  
 Discussion of Code 3: Trust helps employees through difficult times. Many 
participants indicated that trust is vital when times become especially difficult.  A 
member of Teacher Focus Group 3 shared that “I might have cried in all of these people's 
offices and classrooms, just out of frustration, nervousness, stress, or whatever it is.  But 
the trust piece is that they're going to listen and we'll problem solve.  And then I can go 
do my day now.  When you trust the people you work with, it's pretty awesome.”  
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Principal 4 remarked similarly, “I think you really realize when it's there when ugly, 
messy, personal things are going on, but you weather through it.  Then you notice the 
teachers are in a good mood again.  I think sometimes that's really the measurement of 
trust -- when you get through a long year or a crazy run of events.  It could be student 
deaths or just things happen and when it's all said and done, how did your staff get 
through it, and then they're back to a comfortable, happy place and okay, well, they're 
trusting the environment.  It doesn't always have to be me, but do they trust our culture, 
our environment to have their back through this?  To me, that's when you really notice if 
it's there -- when you get through some of the ugly stuff.”  Administrators, teachers, and 
classified staff members all recognized that trust, or its absence, is especially apparent 
and necessary when difficulties arise, either personally or within the organization as a 
whole. 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. Administrators who were interviewed responded most strongly to  
the fragile nature of trust as well as the necessity of continually reflecting on one’s ability 
to garner trust and remain mindful of individuals’ needs.  Principal 4 explained this 
thought process this way, “Number one, you've got to be authentic. Who you are, what 
you seek, what you do, how you are, all needs to be in alignment.  Number two, you need 
to be very mindful about the needs of your folks in the trenches so that you can help 
establish some significance where they feel connected to the organization.”  Teachers 
also agreed that trust is a foundational element of school culture and also expressed 
strong beliefs that trust between coworkers is what makes it possible to survive the 
challenging times.  Classified staff members agreed strongly with the foundational 
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importance of trust as well and additionally emphasized the necessity for students to feel 
that they are experiencing a trusting environment and have safe places and people to help 
them navigate the challenges they face during high school.  
Findings. Again, multiple participants drew comparisons between their current 
work environments and other environments in which they have worked previously.  A 
member of Teacher Focus Group 5 explained, “I've seen schools where trust doesn't 
exist. A lot of times where that breaks down is between the staff and the administration.  
That's kind of the cutoff point in a lot of ways.  I don't feel like that's the case here.  I feel 
like our administration is very open and willing to bring us into things.”  The principals 
studied had clearly experienced many ups and downs with the development and 
sustainability of trust, noting repeatedly that trust is sometimes present and other times 
not, which leads to their emphasis on continual reflection as to how they are cultivating 
trust with all stakeholders in the organization.  In addition to trusting the administration 
and feeling as though the administrators are trustworthy and value their employees, many 
employees from the teacher and classified staff focus groups also shared that trust among 
their employee group colleagues is also key.  A member of Classified Staff Focus Group 
6 expressed that “you want to go to work knowing that you can trust that your team is 
going to have your back no matter what.  Us three, we're all in different lines of work, but 
at the end of the day, we have each other’s backs no matter what it is. You have got to 
have that trust.  That's number one” (see Table 13). 
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Table 13 
 
Codes for the Role of Trust in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Trust is the most important 
factor 
3 3 5 11 
Trust is extremely fragile 5 2 2 9 
Trust helps employees 
through difficult times 
1 5 3 9 
Goes hand-in-hand with 
shared values 
3 3 3 9 
Takes time and requires 
patience 
1 3 3 7 
Students need a safe 
place/comfort zone they can 
trust 
1 1 5 7 
Requires constant reflection 4 1 0 5 
Connects to shared decision-
making 
3 2 0 5 
Requires mindfulness to 
individual needs 
4 1 0 5 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 7 
What role has openness played in the positive shift in your school’s culture?  
Discussion of Code 1:  Principal must have an open-door policy/be 
approachable. Members of each of the school teams discussed the importance of 
a principal who is open and available to all staff members.  Principal 3 shared his 
thoughts on “openness just from a principal perspective… because my door is rarely 
closed unless I'm in a meeting.  People know.  They come and go all the time and have 
opinions and thoughts. We don't usually take things too personally here.  We're pretty 
light.”  A member of the Classified Staff Focus Group 6 echoed this same idea when 
describing the school’s principal, “He knows everybody's position here is meaningful.  It's 
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not like this position doesn't matter.  That position really doesn't matter.  He knows 
everybody plays a role here and always wants to be open to each person’s ideas and 
needs.”  A participant from Teacher Focus Group 4 expressed that the school’s principal 
is far more approachable than other administrators she has known previously, describing 
him as someone who “doesn’t think he’s superior to anyone and is always willing to roll 
up his sleeves and do the dirty work, right alongside everyone else.”   
 Discussion of Code 2: Openness is challenging to maintain/balance. The 
administrators interviewed were particularly cognizant of the delicate balance that is 
required in relation to openness.  For example, Principal 2 described this situation, “So, 
openness is a balance because, of course, we want to project openness because otherwise 
there's no trust.  But, the balance is that sometimes too much openness leads to confusion 
because there isn't the necessary knowledge base for some folks.  Because they wouldn't 
understand how that decision was made.  Openness is a balancing act.”  Principal 6 also 
expressed a similar idea in stating that “there is a tremendous balance that figures in with 
openness.  We absolutely must be transparent and vulnerable, but we also have to 
shoulder the burden of certain things in order to protect the staff… knowing the 
difference between these things is tricky.”  A teacher from Teacher Focus Group 5 
expressed a similar challenge with members of the same department, noting that “there 
are times when we are open and vulnerable and other times when that vulnerability is 
less present.  It’s difficult to say how and why this fluctuates, but we keep working on it 
every day.”    
 Discussion of Code 3: Staff must be open to students at all times. Teacher 
Focus Group 1 highlighted the duality of staff-to-staff openness and staff-to-student 
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openness, noting that “there are two things there with openness.  There's the staff, which 
we're talking about.  But I think when it comes to our kids, there are always going to be 
teachers and other staff members that students trust and will be open toward.”  This same 
focus group also expressed the importance of student-to-student openness, noting that this 
is modeled extensively by upperclassmen with each class of incoming freshmen.  One 
member of Classified Staff Focus Group 6, when talking about students coming into the 
office for a variety of reasons, explained that “you are not necessarily going to open up 
your own personal life to them, but sometimes you have to give a little.  If they see that 
you can trust them with some of your type of things, it makes it easier for them to trust us 
and be open with what is happening in their lives.”   
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. The principals interviewed recognized that not all staff members are  
comfortable with being entirely open, especially with the principal.  Principal 3 
explained, “I think it (openness) does play a big role, but at the same time it's 
something… how do you create it where everyone has that comfort level?  Because I 
think some people just aren't going to.  For me, it doesn't always have to be here.  Can it 
be with another administrator?  Can it be with a counselor?  Can it be within their own 
department?”  A participant from Teacher Focus Group 4 also recognized that some staff 
members are hesitant to be open, especially with the principal, as explained in this 
statement, “I think it takes time, because I think ... I'm trying not to sound negative, 
because I'm not a negative person ... A lot of people that come from other schools are 
really fearful about it.”  Teachers and classified staff members agreed that a principal’s 
openness and approachability play a significant role in their school’s positive culture.  In 
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addition to the openness that is projected by the administrators, teachers and classified 
staff members emphasized openness within departments and among peers and 
acknowledged that a high level of openness takes a great deal of time and trust to 
develop.  All employee groups noted that openness requires honest communication and 
the classified staff members particularly emphasized the importance of openness with and 
between students, as well.  
 Findings. The conversations that unfolded about openness revealed the 
importance of honest communication and vulnerability.  Principals recognized this 
dynamic as an on-going challenge and a moving target, while teachers and classified staff 
members noted the positive role modeling of their principals, in terms of their personal 
openness to staff members, as significant toward setting the tone within the organization.  
Openness correlated strongly in the perceptions of each group with trust and 
relationships, as noted by a member of Classified Staff Focus Group 1, who explained 
that “what makes (our school) what it is is the fact that we don't let things hang around or 
just linger there.  If there is an issue, let's talk about it right now, and let's try to get to the 
bottom of it.  Let's see what we can do to try to make things better.”  Again, openness is 
seen as directly tied to trust, as expressed by a member of Teacher Focus Group 3, who 
stated that “I think we wouldn't have said some of the things that we said if we didn't trust 
those above us.  That they're here to listen, and that they want to make things better, too.”  
Principal 4 summarized this notion by stating, “When you have the model that we have, 
we are open about the good, the bad, and the ugly.  And that, to me, if you want open, 
you've got to be as honest as possible.  You've got to get naked.  You've got to be 
vulnerable.  And that has been our focus here.”  The employee groups representing each 
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of the schools studied clearly demonstrated a willingness to remain open and vulnerable, 
when it becomes especially difficult to do, also recognizing that students benefit from an 
open staff in numerous ways (see Table 14). 
Table 14 
 
Codes for the Role of Openness in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Principal must have an open-
door policy/be approachable 
3 5 5 13 
Openness is challenging to 
maintain/balance 
5 3 2 10 
Staff must be open to students 
at all times 
1 3 5 9 
Requires honesty about the 
good, bad, and ugly 
3 2 2 7 
Some are not comfortable 
with the principal; everyone 
needs someone with whom to 
connect openly 
4 2 1 7 
Takes time to develop 3 2 2 7 
Requires transparency/no 
hidden agenda 
4 1 1 6 
Students are great role models 
for openness 
1 2 3 6 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 8 
What role have parent relations played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
Discussion of Code 1: The most challenging aspect/area for greatest 
improvement. Every school team expressed that relationships with parents are  
the most challenging aspect of their school culture, in many cases noting that parents are 
hesitant to engage with the school or school employees.  Principal 1 admitted that “for 
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our school here, it's weird, it's played a role, but I don't think it's a very visible role.  We 
don't have a lot of parents on campus per se, and booster clubs are thin.  We don't have 
the PTA scene.  Now, a lot of our parents play a great role at home, which to me is 
probably the most important thing.  Send your kid on time, make sure they're fed, make 
sure they do their work, support what we do here.”  Principal 5 expressed a similar 
concern, “We can improve on the parent relations piece.  I think we try our best.  We call, 
we send emails, we do all kinds of things.  I think that's something that we could probably 
do a better job with.  We're talking about that every year, how do we improve that.”  A 
member of Teacher Focus Group 2 described the many efforts that are made to engage 
and inform parents, “Parent involvement is to be valued and to be sought.  We do things 
like the coffee hour, and we have a home-school liaison, and open house and back to 
school night and encourage teachers to call.  Our principal calls all of our homes every 
Sunday night, but at the same time we need to be able to do this work without parents 
because that's where we're at.  We do everything we can to increase parent involvement, 
but we're never going to use that as an excuse because ultimately the state of California 
pays us.  Our job is to educate students.  It doesn't matter if you've got a parent or not.”  
 Discussion of Code 2: Actively striving for a partnership with parents. Each 
of the school teams described ways in which they make efforts to deepen their 
connections with parents.  Principal 4 explains that “we preach the parent relationship. 
It's one of our four core values.  It's that partnership -- you and I versus this teenager in 
your house and how do we make this successful.  Our counselors do a great job at that 
relationship, but at the same time we have a big part of our population of those parents 
culturally just stay away.”  A member of Classified Staff Focus Group 5 noted that “we 
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have good relationships with our parents; however, we play the role of parent more times 
than not here.”  This notion was reflected in the discussion with Classified Staff Focus 
Group 4 as well, during which one of the participants explained, “Honestly, one of the 
things that I would really like to see more of is more parent involvement.  I think that 
that's something that a lot of the parents in this area, they don't want to take that risk of 
coming up here and finding out exactly what's going on.  They kind of just take their kid's 
word for it, and just kind of just go with that, instead of being involved.  Me personally, I 
think that that's huge.  Being involved, inside of your kid's education.” 
 Discussion of Code 3: Requires sensitivity to cultural differences. Many of the 
school teams explained that the cultural backgrounds of their families significantly 
impact the manner in which the parents engage, or do not engage, with the school.  A 
participant from Teacher Focus Group 3 explained, “Sometimes parents, especially in 
inner city schools, can be difficult to engage.  I think we've done a good job of breaking 
our school into kind of some smaller pathways, so that students have a sense of belonging 
within those.  Through those pathways we have been able to do our best with 
communicating with parents.”  A member of Classified Staff Focus Group 6 noted that 
“we have a large Slavic population and we've been to the church trying to get those folks 
in, but I wish we had a more diverse group of parents being involved at our school 
events.”   In a different school atmosphere, the teachers of Teacher Focus Group 3 
expressed that “our parents come in and bully our administrators.  They have the attitude 
that ‘If I don't get my way I'm going to go down the road’ and ... it's part of our culture, I 
think, at the school, unfortunately.  And it doesn't start here.  It starts at one of our feeder 
schools.”  The dynamics within the various school environments, in terms of the cultural 
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make-up of the student populations and their families, clearly significantly impact the 
type of relationships that occur between school staff and parents.  
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. The principals interviewed expressed concern about parent relations,  
in most cases noting that they see this as their area for greatest possible improvement.  At 
the same time, each school team has been proactive in reaching out to engage and inform 
parents, with varying degrees of success.  Several of the principals acknowledged that 
their parent engagement could be improved, but also recognize that their job is to 
educate, and sometimes “parent,” the children at their schools and, whether parents 
choose to engage or not, they will make this happen.  Principal 4 expressed that “the 
adults here play the parent relationship role.  Many of our kids don't want to go home or 
when you get close to the Christmas or the spring break or the summer breaks, kids get 
nervous; they get depressed because they don't really want to be home all that time.”  
The teachers and classified staff members also resoundingly agreed that this aspect of 
school culture is most challenging to shift in a significant way.  Teachers emphasized 
their efforts to communicate with parents proactively, especially when issues with their 
children begin to arise, as well as their approach of creating smaller pathways for 
students within the larger school environment through which they can reach parents more 
effectively (such as the AVID, International Baccalaureate, or English Language 
Learners programs).  The classified staff members spoke of their efforts to listen to 
parents and help ensure that the parents feel heard and validated.  A participant within the 
Classified Staff Focus Group 6 explained, “I get most parents that are dealing with some 
discipline issues, so I am listening to them first, and then I am trying to deescalate what's 
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happening before I can get them to an administrator.  I'm listening to them, I'm agreeing 
to some degree but not totally.  Just trying to deescalate and make sure the parent knows 
that they're being heard.”  A representative of Classified Staff Focus Group 1 expressed a 
similar approach to engaging with parents, “Sometimes I feel like, whether I agree or not, 
I still have to validate how they feel, and then try to redirect them to kind of understand 
from our perspective of why certain things... first, I would try to validate what they're 
saying and then try to explain and help them understand.”  
 Findings. While each of these schools studied have made strides in the area of 
parent relations, they are all, at the same time, somewhat perplexed about how to 
meaningfully engage their parents.  Many of the teams believe that the disconnect occurs, 
in large part, as a result of the cultural values of the parents within their school 
community.  Some of the schools have found degrees of success with the implementation 
of a parent/community liaison position as well as the outreach and engagement that 
occurs more naturally through the smaller pathways and programs within the school.  
Some of the principals were less concerned about a lack of parent involvement than they 
are about other aspects of culture, feeling that they can and will perform their role with 
students with or without parent engagement.  Others attributed the lack of parent 
involvement to the developmental stage of adolescence, during which children and their 
parents tend to distance themselves from one another to a degree, as the adolescents 
attempt to achieve independence.  Classified staff members tend to see their role as 
gatekeepers who are on the “front lines” with parents and are charged with the highly 
important task of listening to parents and ensuring that they feel heard and acknowledged 
(see Table 15).   
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Table 15 
 
Codes for the Role of Parent Relations in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
The most challenging 
aspect/area for greatest 
improvement 
5 4 4 13 
Actively striving for a 
partnership with parents 
4 3 4 11 
Requires sensitivity to 
cultural differences  
3 3 4 10 
Requires focus on proactive 
communication 
3 3 3 9 
Staff members often play the 
role of parents 
4 2 2 8 
Need to engage in 
community/be visible 
4 1 2 7 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 9 
What role has leadership played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 Discussion of Code 1: Need to believe in the leader. None of the principals 
directly identified the importance of their staff members believing in them as leaders, but 
a vast majority of both teachers and classified staff members recognized this component 
as the most important aspect of leadership on their school campuses.  A participant from 
Classified Staff Focus Group 6 explained that their principal is “not just a man behind a 
desk.  Everyone here sees all that he does for kids.  There are not a lot of principals out 
there that are this way...They're strictly, they want the test scores up, but he does more to 
kind of relate with the kids and get the kids on the same page.”  A teacher from Teacher 
Focus Group 2 echoed this sentiment by stating that “a great school has to have an 
inspirational leader… someone who projects a vision that is meaningful and conducts 
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himself or herself with passion and dedication.  This is the kind of leader that makes 
people want to come to work every day and work as hard as they possibly can.”  A 
member of Classified Staff Focus Group 6 summarized this point by stating, “A true 
leader is someone you will follow anywhere and trust that he is not going to lead you 
astray.  We are lucky to have that here at (our school).”   
 Discussion of Code 2: Need many leaders. Principals, in particular, noted the 
importance of having many leaders on a school campus.  Principal 1 explained that “I 
think it (leadership) obviously plays a role, plays a positive role, but it's not so much 
about me as it is that we need a bunch of leaders.  I think with school culture, leadership 
definitely has to be delegated and be played through many roles.  Because obviously 
school culture's got so many facets to it, but it can't be always me.  It can't always be my 
activities director.  It's got to be multiple people.”  Principal 6 agreed with this concept 
and added, “Other faces need to be the leaders here.  We need other people saying and 
doing.  It can't just be the same folks all the time.”  Principal 3 agreed, noting that, “for 
me personally, I'm constantly trying to put other people in front of all of these things just 
because it shouldn't be me all the time or the same handful of people, and so we're 
constantly trying to find that.”  Teachers concurred strongly with this emphasis on 
multiple leaders, as well.  A member of Teacher Focus Group 2 explained, “I think it's 
huge.  I mean, again I think we trust our principal, who is our leader, but I think that we 
have many leaders on this campus in so many different avenues… there are just so many 
people that at any given moment I would feel okay with going to and asking about and 
trusting their advice on any given subject.”   
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Discussion of Code 3: Important for leaders to model what they wish to see in 
others. Modeling the behaviors, mindset, and attitudes leaders wish to see in  
their staff members was strongly identified by all employees groups as a fundamental 
component of leadership within a school that is creating a positive culture.  Principal 2 
agrees with this idea, stating that “if we change the word (leadership) to modeling, yes, I 
think leadership's a lot of modeling.  It's very important.  The old idea that the principal 
catches a cold, and then the whole school is sick.  Modeling includes picking up trash, 
smiling, saying good morning, and everything else you want other people to also view as 
important.”  Principal 3 agrees and adds that “you have to walk the walk and talk the talk. 
One trait that I always try to show whenever I'm dealing with people is my passion, my 
passion for the kids and for what we do.”  Classified staff members also noted that 
modeling occurs when a principal is highly visible and engaged in the activities of the 
school.  A member of Classified Staff Focus Group 1 explained, “Because we see him, 
the kids see him… we'll take football season for example.  He dresses up, spirited, he's on 
the field with his crazy golf pants.  And it makes everyone comfortable… yes, they can see 
our leader, he's here.  He's here for every event.  He’s not hiding away in his office.” 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. All employee groups from each school recognized the importance  
of the leader modeling what he or she wishes to see in others.  The classified staff 
members, in particular, strongly expressed the importance of working for a leader who 
inspires and is someone to believe in.  Teachers and administrators placed equal emphasis 
on shared leadership, noting the importance of teacher leaders and many voices in 
expressing the vision and values of the organization to stakeholders.  Classified staff 
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members also exhibited a heightened level of interest in leaders who ensure that all 
members of the organization are acutely aware of what is happening at all times, noting 
that they sometimes feel somewhat “out of the loop.”  Teachers also expressed a unique 
appreciation for administrators who understand and value some degree of teacher 
autonomy regarding the manner in which they conduct themselves in the classroom.  One 
teacher, from Teacher Focus Group 5, expressed the belief that teachers and classified 
staff typically have a longer tenure on a school campus, as compared to administrators 
and students, noting that they should, “therefore, be the leaders of the school.”  At a 
school that had experienced a particularly high degree of administrative turnover in 
recent years, the teacher and classified staff focus groups both expressed strong beliefs 
that consistency in leadership is key to a true positive cultural shift that will endure. 
 Findings. Given the strong feelings of teachers and classified staff members that 
believing in the leader serves as a fundamental component within school culture, 
principals must recognize the manner in which they convey a compelling vision and 
communicate their values and passions.  Teachers and classified staff members expressed 
an increasing degree of shared ownership in leading the school and administrators echoed 
this notion by expressing strong desire to share leadership with others on the staff and 
have the important messages conveyed in a variety of ways by a vast assortment of 
stakeholders.  Principal 4 related this notion of leadership to the concept of “collective 
efficacy” and further elaborated that “I think the focus on leadership has to be taken off of 
administration, and I hate that word administration, because by the very nature of it, the 
idea is that to administer, we apply past practice and procedure to current issues.  I don't 
think there is a lot of past practice that we can apply to some of the challenges that we 
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face today.  So I think we need a more innovative approach to that.  But the leadership 
focus has to be with teachers as well as students.”  Leaders who effectively model that 
which they wish to see in others are clearly finding success in inspiring others to step into 
leadership roles within their schools (see Table 16). 
Table 16 
 
Codes for the Role of Leadership in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Need to believe in the leader 0 4 7 11 
Need many leaders 5 4 1 10 
Important for leaders to 
model what they wish to see 
in others 
3 3 4 10 
Important for leaders to use 
common language 
1 2 2 5 
Value leaders who ensure that 
all stakeholders know what is 
going on 
0 2 3 5 
Value leaders who provide 
some autonomy to staff 
0 3 1 4 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 10 
What role has communication played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
Discussion of Code 1: Communication is the best way to make a cultural 
shift. Stakeholders from all employee groups noted the importance of  
communication as it relates to positively shifting a school’s culture.  Principal 1 
explained, “It's probably the one thing that if you ever want to improve anything, it 
always comes back to communication.  I always feel like receivers need to be worked on 
just as much as the actual sayers.  A lot of people don't want to receive the 
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communication.”  A member of Teacher Focus Group 6 explained that “communication 
is happening if the relationships are strong enough and there is trust.  Then, more 
communication happens.  I think sometimes folks, especially leaders, try to make 
communication a canned thing that you're doing… our culture has changed for the better 
because our principal is a strong believer in communication and is open to receiving 
communication from others as well.”  Classified staff members noted that they feel most 
connected to their school’s culture because of the improved communication.  A 
representative from Classified Staff Focus Group 4 explained, “I have never felt so 
connected to this school as I do now… and this is all because of the outstanding 
communication.” 
Discussion of Code 2: Communication is a constant struggle/difficult to find 
the most effective mode. Many principals and focus group representatives  
expressed frustration with communication and difficulty in hitting the mark when it 
comes to the most effective delivery model for various stakeholder groups.  Principal 1 
expressed that, “I would say still, even with teachers, it's something we're constantly 
battling in communicating and in some ways experience forced communication.  Because 
we know there are a lot of teachers out there who aren't receiving or reading into enough 
stuff, and then they leave themselves out of certain things on campus.”  Principal 4 
agreed, noting that “I think it's something we're constantly chasing after as well.  It's 
everything.  You need people to understand the why.  A lot of times when you've got 
teachers, you get into the cyclical nature and the tired nature of our business, they need 
to know why, especially in April and May, why we're doing things.  Sometimes they don't 
want to know why, and so you've got to be strategic in how you tell them.”  Teachers also 
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expressed frustration with determining the best method to communicate, as stated by a 
participant from Teacher Focus Group 5, “We talk about it every year.  How can we 
improve communication?  For example, if we don't get 200 people at our parent meeting, 
what the heck happened?  What do we need to do differently?  Do we need posters all 
over?  Do we need to do Remind 101?  We have a social media, we tweet out information 
every couple days to make sure parents are informed.  That piece is huge, but 
communication among staff, how can we improve that?  We talk about that all the time.”  
A representative of Classified Staff Focus Group 3 added, “It (communication) is so very 
challenging ... but that doesn't mean you stop.  You keep pushing forward, you look for 
better things.” 
Discussion of Code 3: Must be repeated constantly/use of communication 
loops. Representatives from all employee groups expressed the importance of  
communication being constantly repeated, in a variety of ways and through numerous 
different communication loops.  A member of Classified Staff Focus Group 6 described 
feedback from parents, noting that “some of them do joke, ‘You guys communicate a lot.  
You send out a lot of messages.’  But it's better to have too much communication than not 
enough.  And it's very clear to them what the expectation is, or whatever's going to come 
up.  I think it adds so much to the culture that we have on this campus.”  Principal 2 
added that communication is constant and focused on showcasing the school, explaining 
that “in terms of communication, of really showcasing what you want your school to be 
known for, it tries to be very broad and encompass a lot of different things.  It helps us 
celebrate more, which then I have found has led teachers to celebrate each other more 
through their own personal social media.  That part's been good.”  Staff members from 
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all employee groups noted the value of consistent, regular communication, both within 
the organizational structures for employees and within the larger community, as a means 
of promoting the positive culture of the school. 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. Teachers and administrators were largely in agreement on the key  
concepts related to communication, including the overall importance of communication 
as it relates to their school cultures as well as the difficulty of finding the most effective 
means of communication, which is perceived by many of the participants as a moving 
target and a constant struggle.  Principals placed particular emphasis on the necessity of 
transparency in regard to communication.  Principal 4 explained this idea in this way, 
“One of our core beliefs is transparency.  There's nothing that happens here in the dark. 
One of the reasons why we keep our data, we keep everything up (visible).  We have a 
team resource hub website that has all of the good, the bad and the ugly on it for the 
entire general public to see.  You could sample your staff and ask them to rate their 
communication with the principal, and we could have 70% say it's good, all the way to 
30% saying they strongly disagree it exists.  The problem here isn't communication, it's 
what's being communicated.”  Principal 3 explained a recent shift away from digital 
forms of communication by stating, “We're finding more success these days with face-to-
face conversation or the phone call… even that, just exchanging verbal communication.”  
Teachers also recognized the importance of openness and honesty in communication. 
One member of Teacher Focus Group 6 mentioned, “I think communication's really good 
here because at a staff meeting, anybody can get up and speak.  Most people are not 
afraid if they have a question to say, ‘Hold on.’  We have really good staff 
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communication.  We also have a lot of professional development that is run by staff.”  
Classified staff members related most strongly to the importance of everyone being in the 
communication loop, as described by a member of Classified Staff Focus Group 5, who 
stated, “Everybody has to be on the same page.  Like every Monday, and then I know you 
guys have Friday meetings, right, but Mondays you make it a point to have me, just to 
communicate what's going on.  It's a big campus.  That's the only way we can sit here and 
do it.  Communication's never been a problem here with me.  I meet everybody.  We're 
always on the same page about what's going on, whether it's an email, whether it's 
looking at the calendar.”   
Findings.  All of the staff groups and individual participants recognized that 
communication is absolutely vital to the strong, positive culture of the organization and 
many also commented about the challenges that arise due to the vast number of ways that 
communication now occurs.  The use of technology appears to have eased 
communication in some ways and improved access to information, but many teams 
described technology as a barrier in that it complicates communication by creating too 
many ways to receive information.  Many of the teachers and administrators studied 
expressed some level of frustration with staff members at their school sites who claim 
that they have not received information, when the information has, in fact, been 
communicated multiple times in multiple ways.  All employee groups agreed that 
communication must be consistently maintained and delivered by many people and in 
many ways.  Principals clearly felt a strong sense of responsibility when it comes to the 
communication and have made strides to use communication to express their own vision 
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and values as well as highlight and celebrate the positive accomplishments of the school, 
staff, and students (see Table 17). 
Table 17 
 
Codes for the Role of Communication in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
The best way to make a 
cultural shift 
4 4 2 10 
A constant struggle/difficult 
to find the most effective 
mode 
4 4 1 9 
Must be repeated 
constantly/use of 
communication loops 
3 3 2 8 
Important way to showcase 
the school 
4 2 1 7 
Must be delivered through 
many voices 
3 3 0 6 
Transparency and honesty are 
key 
4 1 1 6 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 11 
What role has socialization played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 Discussion of Code 1: Importance of informal celebrations and recognition. 
Each school team described numerous ways in which they have worked to 
incorporate informal celebrations into their staff culture on a regular basis.  Principal 3 
described that “we were able to do this once or twice this semester, where on Friday, you 
bring your lawn chair, and we sit out on the grass under a tree, and have lunch together. 
Just to try to build in that socialization element with the staff.”  A member of Classified 
Staff Focus Group 6 added, “It's huge.  Also one of the things, depending on the time of 
the year like Easter, Cinco de Mayo, different things like that, each office will do their 
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own potluck outside there.  That's our way of bringing everybody in as one, as kind of 
just socializing, which really helps with stress and building relationships.”  Many of the 
participants, however, also recognized that it is difficult to plan and organize such events, 
as everyone feels like they are spread so thin in terms of their responsibilities and 
exhausted by the end of each work day. 
 Discussion of Code 2: Support for one another/family mindset. Many of the 
participants expressed the importance of their school culture valuing and honoring each 
individual’s personal responsibilities and creating a larger sense of family within the 
school community.  Principal 1 described it this way, “I think it's just recognizing that 
component that we're all in this together, in this business of education, and that we do 
support one another.  We do recognize the family components of our staff.  I think part of 
the problem with teachers, especially, is they're always expected to do the above and 
beyond for other people's kids and we forget they have their own sometimes, and so 
recognizing that and supporting each other when we have those things is important.  Just 
that family mindset… I think that it's significant that family has to be first and that we all 
support and appreciate one another when it comes to our families.”  A participant from 
Teacher Focus Group 2 reiterated this idea in noting that “everyone here is willing to help 
and support one another when it comes to our families and personal lives.  This makes it 
easier and more enjoyable to socialize together.” 
Discussion of Code 3: Student leadership/mentorship. Many of the school 
teams expressed that their students help set the tone for socialization, both for the staff 
and as role models for younger students.  Many participants described their students as 
socially open and inclusive, including a member of Teacher Focus Group 1 who noted 
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that “you connect kids with other kids and then they get connected with adults.  It's just 
really cool.  You don't walk on our campus and see, like at lunch there's not, ‘Oh those 
kids hang out with those kids,’ you walk out and say to yourself, ‘Oh I didn't know that 
kid was friends with that kid,’ which is really awesome.”  A member of Teacher Focus 
Group 5 described their Link Crew, which intentionally connects upperclassmen with 
incoming freshmen as mentors and friends, by explaining, “For our incoming freshmen, a 
school this big can be intimidating.  Having that socialization where our students are 
actually leading our students peer-to-peer is really important.”  Principal 4 added, “Our 
focus here is on empathy.  And the critical skills of having our students be able to engage 
in perspective-taking, moral courage, and altruistic leadership ability.” 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. The perceptions of the role of socialization within the culture of the  
school were highly consistent between groups.  Each employee group expressed the 
importance of engaging in social activities, both with other staff members and with 
students and families, in the form of attending events and actively participating in them.  
Principals were particularly careful to point out that socialization among staff members 
must be encouraged but cannot be forced.  Classified staff members were particularly 
sensitive to the time and exhaustion that factor into social gatherings.  Several classified 
staff members and teachers noted the difficulty of socializing outside of the work day as 
they have so many other personal obligations, yet they expressed a high degree of 
appreciation for social interaction with their colleagues.  Teachers and classified staff 
members were also particularly appreciative of the socialization that occurs among 
students at their schools and the manner in which older students mentor younger students.  
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Several school teams described their social climate (for students) as highly inclusive, 
much like a family. 
Findings. Representatives from each of the school groups expressed that 
socialization is an important aspect of their culture, both among the staff and in regard to 
students and their socialization.  Many staff members also expressed appreciation for 
student leaders who create social opportunities for staff and use them as a way to 
recognize the contributions of staff.  Across the board, staff members valued being 
treated like members of a family and knowing that their fellow employees would show 
care and concern for their own families.  The most challenging aspect of socialization, as 
perceived by the staff members studied, related to the time and energy required to plan 
and organize social gatherings as well as attend social gatherings outside of the work day, 
given the demands of their professional and personal lives.  Another common theme 
related to the importance of modeling socialization for students by attending and 
engaging in school events and activities.  Many of the staff members also highly valued 
student mentorship and socialization programs that help train younger students on how to 
socialize within their school environment (see Table 18).  
Table 18 
 
Codes for the Role of Socialization in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Importance of informal 
celebrations and recognition 
3 4 4 11 
Support for one 
another/family mindset 
4 3 4 11 
Student leadership/mentorship 3 3 4 10 
Staff presence at school events 4 2 2 8 
(continued) 
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Table 18 
 
Codes for the Role of Socialization in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Socialization is encouraged, 
but cannot be forced 
4 3 0 7 
Staff models socialization for 
students 
3 2 2 7 
Works differently at different 
schools, based on cultural 
backgrounds of students 
2 2 3 7 
Difficult to plan and maintain 
due to exhaustion 
2 3 2 7 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 12 
What role has organizational history played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 Discussion of Code 1: Can be a blessing and a curse/requires delicacy. 
 Many staff members, particular administrators and teachers, expressed that 
organizational history is often a blessing and a curse and requires a tremendous political 
savvy to navigate effectively.  Principal 3 explained, “I think sometimes that 
organizational history can be detrimental or challenging and hold certain things back.”  
Principal 6 agreed, “Again, that could be both good and bad with organizational history, 
but it's just being very delicate and understanding and respectful to what it was they held 
onto to move forward.”  Teachers also noted the importance of maintaining a balance 
between progress and respect for history and tradition, noting that colleagues and families 
who have been a part of the school community for decades have strong feelings about its 
history.  A participant from Teacher Focus Group 2 explained, “We are fired up to make 
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changes, but we know we need to be thoughtful about the history and traditions and make 
sure everyone feels like the organizational history is still important to us, even though 
things may be changing.”  
 Discussion of Code 2: Needs to be respected/honored. Staff members from 
each of the schools studied expressed that organizational history must be honored and 
respected within the culture of the school and the community at large.  Principal 1 
explained, “You do have to constantly pay respect to it if you really want to make change 
moving forward from that history.”  Principal 6 expressed some challenges with 
respecting the past while trying to make changes by stating, “I'm still trying to figure it 
out.  It's valuing our history and traditions.  It hasn't been long, but they're deep.  Valuing 
that, and at the same time pushing the envelope.  I don't know what that looks like.  I 
mean, I know what we continually try to do.  I don't know how successful we are yet.”  
Principal 4 expressed a similar idea, “I think there's been a shift to realize that we can do 
things differently and better.  It used to be, when I first brought in some data to compare 
us to other schools, or when I showed the feeder schools where their proficiency was and 
how we dropped, it was like, ‘What?  Who is this guy?  Is he saying we're not as great as 
we think we are?’  Now it's okay that we’re who we are, for the most part.  It's valuing 
that history but also pushing it forward.”   
Discussion of Code 3: Hold on to the positive from the traditions/past 
practices. Several teachers and classified staff members expressed appreciation  
for principals who demonstrate interest in the traditions that staff members value, 
particularly when the principal is new to the organization and does not possess the full 
understanding of its history.  Principal 1 acknowledged, “I think that there are certain 
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things you can grab onto.  When you do want to make change, sometimes you have to 
really have a baby step mindset through that or really dive deep into what was it that the 
staff valued from that traditional activity.  Because maybe today, in a political scheme of 
things, that might not be the best thing to do anymore, but what was it from that activity 
you really cherished that we can then, if we had to evolve into something different, could 
still hold onto though it might look a different way?”  A classified staff member from 
Classified Staff Focus Group 4 expressed appreciation that their principal came into the 
position and met with each staff member to determine “What is it you want to preserve?  
If you were me, what would you prioritize?  He met with every teacher individually  
and met with every classified support staff member individually.  He also met with 
alumni, and the ASB president before even officially starting the school year.”     
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. The perceptions about organizational history and its role in school  
culture were consistent between employee groups, all of which recognized that it is 
important, yet politically challenging, to honor traditions while moving forward and 
implementing change.  Principals were keenly aware of the political implications 
involved and expressed a desire to listen to staff members and community members 
about the history and traditions of the school in order to ensure that all stakeholders feel 
valued.  Teachers echoed these ideas and also recognized that setting a high bar for 
expectations and pushing back is important in certain situations.  A member of Teacher 
Focus Group 1 explained that “we fought the good fight the first two years and got rid of 
a bunch of riffraff.  We told people, ‘We're not wavering,’ and it's a prime example.  You 
set the bar high and maintain those standards.”  The classified staff members studied 
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also expressed understanding of the way in which the larger community factors into the 
school’s organizational history.  A participant from Classified Staff Focus Group 4 noted 
that “we have to consider our larger community when we think about our history as well 
as our feeder schools and their history, too.” 
 Findings.  Members of each of the school teams expressed feeling challenged by 
maintaining an appropriate balance between history/tradition and innovation/change.  
Participants representing older schools described, in many cases, ways in which their 
communities and demographics have changed and noted that alumni and community 
members do not always see or appreciate the differences, still thinking of the school and 
community the way it was many years ago.  Participants from the younger schools (20 
years old or younger) expressed that they are still trying to develop a sense of tradition.  
A member of Teacher Focus Group 3 described it this way, “My perspective when I came 
to this school, I came from one of the oldest schools in the district that has a lot of 
tradition.  And so that was one of the first things that I noticed when I came here, is there 
didn't seem to be one.  But it's young… so what are we establishing as our traditions -- 
Who are we?  What is our identity?”  Ultimately, the members of each team recognized 
that organizational history must be approached with delicacy, openness, and political 
savvy, as well as an understanding of how the school fits within the larger community 
and how those dynamics have, in many cases, changed over time (see Table 19). 
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Table 19 
 
Codes for the Role of Organizational History in Positive Shift in School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Can be a blessing and a 
curse/requires delicacy 
4 4 2 10 
Needs to be 
respected/honored 
4 3 3 10 
Hold on to the positive from 
the traditions/past practices 
3 3 2 8 
Part of a larger community 2 3 3 8 
Need to create a new shared 
identity/sense of tradition 
4 2 1 7 
All perspectives need to be 
valued 
2 3 1 6 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 13 
Of these elements, or others that come to your mind, what factors have most 
significantly contributed to the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 Discussion of Code 1: Shared values. In each of the employee groups, shared 
values were touted as the foundation of their positive school culture.  A member of 
Classified Staff Focus Group 6 expressed that “if we didn’t all have the same values, 
there is no way we could accomplish anything positive.”  A participant from Teacher 
Focus Group 2 agreed, noting that “shared values serve as the foundation for everything 
we do… all of our decisions come back to our shared values and how we prioritize and 
create goals.”  Principal 5 expressed the importance of shared values this way, “Shared 
values are everything.  The hard work we do has to be about values and our united sense 
of what is truly important… why we are here.” 
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 Discussion of Code 2: Trust. Trust was also highly regarded in all employee 
groups as foundational to the cultural shifts that have occurred in each of the schools 
studied.  A member of Teacher Focus Group 4 explained, “We trust each other enough to 
where, if I'm going to make a decision, my boss trusts me, because he knows who I am 
and what I'm about.  He may not agree with it, but he's going to back me up if I then 
explain what just happened.  It feels really safe.  It feels safe to teach here.  It feels safe to 
work here.”  Many participants expressed that trust enables them to take risks and, 
ultimately, improve what they do.  Teachers and classified staff members noted, in 
particular, the importance of knowing that you can trust the principal and that the 
principal trusts your judgment and decision-making as well.  
 Discussion of Code 3: Relationships. Participants from each of the employee 
groups shared at length about the importance of relationships, both among staff members 
and between staff and students.  A participant from Classified Staff Focus Group 3 
expressed that “I think our teachers are well-versed in understanding our community and 
what our kids need.  I would say that teacher positivity in terms of the way they address 
those challenging situations is highly important.”  A member of Teacher Focus Group 2 
added, “We've had to deal with trauma on the spot.  I think our staff is just, they're 
experts at it. It comes from the relationships that they have with the students to be able to 
deal because a lot of these students have a lot of baggage.”  Principal 1 summarized the 
importance of relationships this way, “As a leader, everything that we do has to be 
accomplished through others.  So relationships are key.  They're fundamental.  Especially 
if you're looking to have long systemic change that can sustain itself over time.  It takes 
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time and you've got to love your people.  And you and I both know, there are certain 
people that are difficult to love.” 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. While shared values, trust, and relationships were consistently  
deemed highly significant to school culture among all employee groups, some unique 
elements emerged within particular groups.  For example, several of the principals placed 
particular emphasis on the importance of student achievement.  Principal 1 explained, 
“We use that for our own little competitive edge, but it's also, see, we're not what 
stereotypes, what people say we are.  We can overcome those prejudices and biases that 
people make assumptions about (our school) and the community.”  Along similar lines, 
Principal 2 noted the importance of data, by explaining, “I think one of the reasons why 
culture isn't something that's prioritized is because there is no data to force the 
conversation.  We look at our proficiency.  We get focused on what instructional 
strategies need to happen.  We don't talk about culture because there isn't a number to 
talk about.  One of the things that is important for schools and school districts is to have 
the data.”  This same principal further expounded, “We have a staff survey.  It's very 
intricate.  A parent survey, pretty intricate, and a student survey.  There's some great 
data for us to look at.  Data isn't just numbers.  Data is observation.  We need to create 
data around lunch lines and how many kids are tardy.  That's culture.  Most times when 
we talk about culture we use these touchy feely terms.  Openness and trust, right?  There 
are some numbers that we could use to then force the conversation about how to be 
strategic about culture.  This is very important.”   
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Teachers and classified staff members also emphasized the importance of the 
principal’s vision when it comes to the school’s values and culture.  A member of 
Teacher Focus Group 5 noted that their principal “could close his eyes and tell you what 
he wanted the school to look like, and then he would say to me, ‘I want you to do that 
with activities.’  Every year I make my kids do that. ‘Close your eyes… what do you want 
your rallies to look like, smell like, feel like when you get in there?’  You need to be able 
to envision what you want and our principal is masterful at this.”  Classified staff 
members also responded very strongly to the importance of communication and some of 
them expressed feeling a bit isolated at times.  A member of Classified Staff Focus Group 
6, who is a custodian, expressed that he sometimes feels like he is the “last to know what 
is going on.”  Staff member participants responded positively to the importance of 
communication on all levels in regard to building a thriving, connected school culture. 
 Findings. The top three factors related to a school’s positive culture (shared 
values, trust, and relationships) were described by participants from all employee groups 
almost interchangeably and as highly interconnected.  School administrators expressed 
interest in quantifying culture in some way that enables them to force the conversation 
about what needs to change.  Teachers and classified staff members expressed that they 
largely take the lead on culture from the principal, whose vision and values must always 
be at the forefront.  While classified staff members occasionally expressed feeling a little 
less connected to the bigger picture than other staff members, they recognized the 
importance of relationships and communication as the tools that push their positive 
culture forward (see Table 20).  
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Table 20 
 
Codes for the Factors That Have Most Significantly Contributed to Positive Shift in 
School Culture 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Shared values 3 4 4 11 
Trust 3 4 3 10 
Relationships 4 3 3 10 
Communication 0 2 7 9 
Student achievement 3 3 1 7 
Leadership 0 3 3 6 
Vision 1 2 2 5 
Use of data 2 2 0 4 
 
Interview/Focus Group Question 14 
What do you see as the specific role of administrators/teachers/classified staff in 
impacting a school’s culture in a positive way? 
 Discussion of Code 1: Modeling. The principals interviewed, in particular, 
expressed strong feelings about the importance of modeling, as described by Principal 5, 
“We have to model.  We have to model what we want.  If we want to take care of people, 
we have to take care of people.  If we want people spirited, we have to be spirited.  If we 
want people to trust, we have to trust.  If we want them to take risks, we’ve got to show 
them risks.  We've got to show them that vulnerability.  We've got to be humble.  We've 
got to be honest.  If we screw up, tell them we screwed up.  If we're learning something, 
tell them what we've learned.”  This idea was echoed by Principal 2, who explained, 
“Modeling and building relationships and expectations about those behaviors that we 
want to be exhibited by adults are the most important factors within our school culture.”  
Several teachers also discussed the importance of modeling, particularly within their 
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relationships with students.  A member of Teacher Focus Group 4 noted, “Students are 
always looking to us as role models.  We need to practice what we preach and show them 
the way.” 
 Discussion of Code 2: Being involved/building relationships. Staff members 
from all employee groups discussed the importance of building relationships, both with 
coworkers as well as with students.  A participant from Classified Staff Focus Group 2, in 
discussing students, explained, “I think just being involved with them, being there for 
them, is so important.  We are the first people that everyone sees when they walk through 
that door, so we are their first impression.  I think just that trust and openness that we 
have is everything.”  This idea was emphasized with regard to teachers and their 
relationships with students in the classroom, as noted by a participant from Teacher 
Focus Group 6, who explained, “Teachers see these kids over 45 hours a semester, I 
think, and they need to build those relationships.  Our teachers do a darn good job of 
building those relationships, so their role is very important.”  Each participant studied 
recognized the importance of building relationships as a key part of their own role within 
the school’s culture. 
Discussion of Code 3: Serving as the friendly/welcoming “front line.” 
  Classified staff members, in particular, related strongly to the idea of being on the 
“front line” of engagement with students, staff, and families.  A member of Classified 
Staff Focus Group 1 expressed, “Students walk in and need to see the friendly faces of the 
office staff… if they don't greet students with a smile, if they don't really make those 
students and families feel welcome, this will all fall apart right away, because that 
impression means a lot.  You can see kids standing at their desks all the time, just talking 
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to them for no reason. ‘Hey, this is what I did this weekend,’ and these ladies will 
welcome that conversation.”  A member of Classified Staff Focus Group 4 agreed, 
stating, “I look at it as though we're kind of like the first line of defense to a certain 
extent.  That right there is what makes the classified what it is because the thing is, I feel 
like the certificated people wouldn’t be able to do most of the things that they do without 
us.” 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. While members of all employee groups expressed the belief that  
trust and relationships are key, several differences in perception about their own roles 
within the school’s culture emerged.  Several principals expressed that their job is to 
model what they want to see and support the staff in doing the hard work.  Principal 1 
explained, “I think the role of administrators in shaping the culture is providing the 
forum and setting the expectation.  And then letting them go.  And then supporting 
whatever decisions they come up with.”   Principal 4 added, “I've learned over the past 
four years, especially working with this staff, that my role is to not be about the kids.  My 
role is to absolutely be about the staff so that they can be about the kids.  And there's a 
lot of maturation that happened between where I was and where I am now.”  Teachers 
conveyed a high level of importance with regard to the relationships they build with 
students as well as their willingness to be involved on a schoolwide level in multiple 
ways.  Classified staff strongly expressed their importance as “front line” people, who set 
the tone for the organization, with students, families, and even the rest of the staff. 
 Findings. Relationship-building, support of others, and positive engagement 
stood out as commonalities between the perceptions of all employee groups when 
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discussing their roles within the culture of their schools.  No participants expressed 
culture as being someone else’s responsibility; each staff member expressed some sense 
of pride and ownership in the culture of the school, which was particularly strong in this 
category for classified staff, who recognize that they have a high degree of daily 
interaction with students and families and, with that, a tremendous responsibility to 
project a positive, welcoming “face” of the organization.  Principals identified their role 
as hinging upon their ability to model what they wish to see in others as well as support 
the staff in doing the difficult work that truly builds a positive culture.  The common 
threads that were revealed by all employee groups suggest that schools with positive 
cultures exhibit a sense of shared ownership of the culture, recognizing that every 
member of the staff plays a vital role -- a role that is challenging and also highly 
important (see Table 21). 
Table 21 
 
Codes for the Specific Role of Each Employee Group in Impacting a School’s Culture in 
a Positive Way 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Modeling 4 3 - 7 
Vulnerability 3 - - 3 
Maintaining high expectations 3 - - 3 
Building relationships 3 - - 3 
Transparency/providing a 
forum for others 
2 - - 2 
Having a vision and a plan 2 - - 2 
Building relationships with 
students 
- 5  5 
Being involved - 4 3 7 
Understanding 
community/student needs 
- 4 - 4 
Developing positive solutions - 2 - 2 
(continued) 
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Table 21 
 
Codes for the Specific Role of Each Employee Group in Impacting a School’s Culture in 
a Positive Way 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Serving as the 
friendly/welcoming “front 
line” 
- - 7 7 
Supporting the 
principal/staff/decisions 
- - 6 6 
Being there for students - - 5 5 
  
Interview/Focus Group Question 15  
How has the culture of your school changed? How do the students, teachers, 
classified staff members, administrators and families experience this school differently 
now?  
 Discussion of Code 1: Culture is a constant evolution. Many of the participants 
expressed that their school cultures are constantly changing and evolving.  This was 
particularly true among the administrators.  Principal 3 explained, “I think school culture 
is in a constant state of change only because you're trying to protect it, and protecting 
means sometimes you've got to continue to take risks and evolve, not just saying that ‘it's 
always been this way.’  There are things that have been good for a long time, but it 
doesn't mean it will be good tomorrow with a new group of teachers and a new group of 
kids.  I think it's in a constant state of change, and change for the sake of improvement, 
not just for the sake of change.”  A teacher from Teacher Focus Group 4 expressed a 
similar notion in stating, “Our culture is dynamic… we are always making changes in 
order to address new needs and constantly improve.  This is part of who we are.”    
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 Discussion of Code 2: New feeling of optimism/enjoyment. Many of the 
stakeholders interviewed expressed strong feelings that their schools have shifted toward 
a more optimistic view and noted that their schools have become places people want to 
be, including staff and students.  A participant from Classified Staff Focus Group 4 
shared, “We're getting there.  I know a lot of people will tell you that this is the best year 
that we've had in a long time.  It's a different feeling on campus.  It's a feeling of 
optimism.”  The enjoyment in being at work was also expressed by numerous employees 
from all groups.  Principal 2 observed, “I think the behavioral things that I can see is 
people are enjoying their work, because our focus is what we call the ‘10 million year 
focus’ which is based on teacher enthusiasm and student engagement.  So what we have 
seen is teachers who are taking bigger risks in the classroom and doing so with 
excitement, enthusiasm, and optimism.” 
 Discussion of Code 3: More student-based learning/student engagement. 
 The cultural shifts that have been made in many of the schools studied have 
impacted what occurs in the classrooms, as teachers are feeling more confident in taking 
risks and administrators are actively supporting their ideas and decisions.  A member of 
Teacher Focus Group 2 noted, “I see a lot more trust with teachers and students in terms 
of there being a lot more student-based learning going on.  It's not so teacher-directed.  I 
really do think that has a lot to do with the culture we've created and some of the 
structures we've put in place in terms of expectations for kids, not just with behavior but 
with academics.”  A member of Classified Staff Focus Group 3 noticed that “I see 
students coming in on Saturdays, too, and they're working in the library, they're working 
in classrooms, they're hanging out in the cafeteria, or doing study.  And it's amazing to 
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see them willing to come to school on a Saturday to study and to socialize.”  The trust 
that is developing between staff and students appears to significantly impact the way 
learning is taking place in the classrooms as well as students’ willingness to actively 
engage in their learning, both in the classroom and outside of it. 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. Administrators responded most strongly to the idea that their  
cultures are in a constant state of evolution and expressed concern about becoming 
complacent and continuing to do the same things because it is the way they have been 
done in the past.  Additionally, several principals expressed a new-found confidence in 
their own ability to balance all of the demands of building and sustaining a positive 
culture, as though they are “hitting their stride” somehow.  Teachers reacted most 
positively to the idea of learning becoming more student-directed and students becoming 
more engaged in their own education, rather than the traditional teacher-driven approach 
to teaching and learning.  Classified staff members responded positively to the idea that 
their campuses have become more optimistic places, where people enjoy being.  They 
attributed this sense of optimism, in large part, to the leadership and vision projected by 
the principal as well as the teacher leaders.  One staff member from Classified Staff 
Focus Group 1 acknowledged, “This has become a place everyone wants to be -- kids, 
staff, and even families.  We’re having fun now, which makes our jobs much easier.” 
 Findings. School leaders, within these environments where positive culture has 
been cultivated, have helped create an atmosphere of trust which leads to openness and 
willingness to take risks.  This atmosphere is evident in the shifts that are occurring in the 
classroom, where teachers are changing their strategies in the direction of more student-
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centered learning.  Change, within these schools, is not viewed by the participants as 
something to be dreaded or feared, but is now welcomed as a constant aspect of what 
they do and the manner in which they continue to grow and evolve in a positive direction. 
Principal 3 explained, “I think we’re getting comfortable with uncomfortableness.”  
Principal 2 also recognized that “I think we've shifted more toward what are our students 
going to be able to do after here.  For a long time, we were pretty happy about what they 
were doing when they're here.”  Staff members have developed pride in their positive 
shifts, which encourage them to want to continue to grow and develop as a school team.  
Additionally, the sense of fun and enjoyment within the work place was expressed as a 
key element of the cultural shift, as employees are more willing to try new things and 
adapt if they feel happy, connected, and optimistic about their workplace and their roles 
within it (see Table 22). 
Table 22 
 
Codes for How the Culture of the School has Changed/How Stakeholders Experience 
School Differently Now 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Culture is a constant evolution 4 3 2 9 
New feeling of 
optimism/enjoyment 
2 3 4 9 
More student-based 
learning/student engagement 
1 4 2 7 
Sense of entitlement among 
students and parents 
1 2 2 5 
Students/families have 
changed 
1 2 2 5 
Finding a sense of balance 3 1 1 5 
Shift toward post-high school 
success factors 
2 2 0 4 
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Interview/Focus Group Question 16 
Do you have any advice for people at other schools who wish to positively shift 
their school cultures? 
 Discussion of Code 1: Change is difficult and takes time. Representatives from 
each of the employee groups at each school emphasized the importance of recognizing 
that change takes time and is difficult to achieve.  Principal 4 advised, “Give yourself 
time and grace.  It isn't something you do right away, but it should be the most important 
thing you do right away.  I'm just watching some former APs become principals, and 
everybody wants, especially at a struggling school, to go after RTI and intervention and 
all the academic stuff first, but if you don't change the culture, you're not going to change 
anything.”  A participant from Teacher Focus Group 2 agreed, and added, “Change is 
hard.  It's so hard.  It's painful.  I think there are teachers who will say, ‘This is how we 
do it,’ but if you look at statistics and data and you use that as a reference, you always 
want to try to improve.  We have been continually improving as a school, but we flat 
lined.  If you think about it, there's always room for improvement.  The only way to get 
there is by trying different things.”  This idea was echoed by Principal 3, who cautioned, 
“One thing that we struggle with in education is that sustained change takes time.  So yes, 
I could have come in last August, this is the way it's going to be.  And they would've done 
it, because they're professionals.  But then as soon as I leave, it's going to revert right 
back to the way it was.  Take the time, change the thought processes, change the culture, 
reinforce the values.  It takes time to work through all that, but once you've done it, now 
you're moving forward.” 
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 Discussion of Code 2: Believe in your vision/fight the good fight. 
 Representatives from each of the employee groups commented about persevering 
through the challenges in a change process and holding firm to the values and vision that 
underlie the change.  A participant from Teacher Group 1 explained, “I would say you 
have to have a vision and you have to believe in what you're doing and don't let the 
negativity influence you.  It could be so much easier, if I just did it this way, but if you 
know it's right, I always tell my students, what is popular is not what's right, and what's 
right is not what's popular.  At (this school), we do the right thing here.  We take hits like 
nobody's business.”  Principal 6 added, “You’ve got to fight through it.  There's going to 
be a lot of pushback.  You just have to go blind and deaf for a year or two.  Because if 
you see it through, it'll get there, and the people will say, yeah… now they'll protect that. 
You just have to push through that sometimes.”  Principal 5 cautioned that “we have to 
make sure we're constantly inspecting that and making sure people understand this is our 
expectation so that they're not surprised when they're being held to an expectation that 
they didn't know they were… you have to hold firm on the important things and keep 
reminding people why they are important.” 
 Discussion of Code 3: Be vulnerable, honest, and transparent. Numerous 
participants from each of the employee groups expressed the idea that it is important to 
be vulnerable, honest, and transparent if you are hoping to positively shift your school’s 
culture.  Principal 6 explained, “One key is transparency, which goes hand-in-hand with 
trust and communication.  There can't be any secrets.  Everything needs to be 
transparent. There should be nothing you're hiding from people.  If you want to know it, 
here.  Want to see the budget, here; my schedule, here; you want to see decisions, here, 
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here's why; here it all is, and here's why I did what I did and being okay with that.”  A 
member of Classified Staff Focus Group 4 added that you must “trust your students and 
trust each other.  It doesn't have to be the old-school, narrow, ‘I'm the adult, you're the 
student, stay in your lane.’  You can interact and still make it respectable where you are 
the respectable authority but still let them feel valid and let them feel like they actually 
have a part of the decision.”  Principal 3 echoed these ideas in stating, “We talk about 
being a lead learner.  We've got to be in the fire with them.  And that would be my thing. 
Be vulnerable, get naked, and get rid of this idea that you somehow have to have all the 
answers.” 
Discussion of similarities and differences between employee group 
perceptions. All employee groups responded strongly to the ideas that change is  
challenging to achieve and takes time and patience.  Additionally, all groups related to 
the notion that it is imperative that, as a team, you stick to your vision and expectations, 
no matter the push back or negativity that might come your way.  The teachers and 
classified staff members noted that, when the principal is firm, consistent, and committed 
to a vision and level of expectation, it makes it easier to help move the change forward 
and contribute to it in a positive way.  Teachers also expressed that this is challenging 
with peers among the faculty, some of whom are going to be change-resistant.  Principals 
were particularly sensitive to the importance of being vulnerable, honest, and transparent, 
even when they make mistakes.  They also recognized the importance of reminding the 
staff about the “why” behind the changes that are occurring and the expectations that are 
in place.  In all, the responses to this prompt were consistent across employee groups and 
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reflected the team effort that must be in place to move a school culture forward 
positively.  
 Findings.  Schools that have demonstrated a positive cultural shift have clearly 
achieved this through a united sense of purpose, especially through the difficult phases of 
change implementation.  Staff members responded positively to having leaders who 
openly and honestly express their feelings, goals, vision, and expectations.  Principals 
note that they must be vulnerable and honest at all times, no matter the consequences.  
Each stakeholder group recognized that negativity will rear its head when the team is 
trying to move something forward and that it is imperative to stay true to the vision and 
values that serve as the foundation of the school’s cultural shift.  Many stakeholders also 
mentioned the importance of finding and hiring the right people, who hold the same 
values and can help move the culture forward.  A participant from Classified Staff Focus 
Group 6 explained, “I would say just really be careful about finding the right people. 
That's been an important transformation for our school, is having the right people in the 
right places.”  Several of the principals expressed the need for data when trying to shift 
the culture, as well.  Principal 4 explained, “That's the biggie is you've got to have 
numbers.  It brings validity to the argument for a lot of people.  If 65% of our parents 
say, ‘I don't feel respected or welcomed,’ that's something we’ve got to talk about.  That 
is culture” (see Table 23).  
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Table 23 
 
Codes for Advice for People at Other Schools Who Wish to Positively Shift Their School 
Cultures 
 
Code 
Frequency by Employee Group 
Administrators Teachers 
Classified 
Staff Total 
Change is difficult and takes 
time 
4 4 3 11 
Believe in your vision/Fight 
the good fight 
3 4 3 10 
Be vulnerable, honest, and 
transparent 
5 2 1 8 
Start with culture as the 
foundation of everything else 
3 2 2 7 
Start with mindset/thought 
processes 
3 1 0 4 
You must have the data to 
spark true change 
2 1 0 3 
 
Other Insights Expressed about School Culture 
 Show empathy for the difficult roles staff members play. Principal 1 expressed 
that “I think most importantly is never forget what being a teacher is, I think more than 
anything else.  We always joke from an athletic kind of an example, but the game gets 
easier the further away from the field you become.  We have to constantly remember, and 
I think for me it's easy because I have a wife who's a teacher, and so I'm constantly 
reminded of how hard her day is, but not forgetting that and remembering and trying to 
be sensitive to what they're going through every day.  Let them know that we constantly 
have their back in that regard, and make them feel included in all of our processes.” 
 Emphasize a spirit of fun service. Principal 6 urged, “Take away all the  
complications of public education and what we deal with and all the reactions we have… 
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we're dealing with teenagers.  That's hard.  Programs and all these pretty little things 
don't necessarily make all of that much easier, but if you're working with adults who truly  
care for one another and have fun, it really doesn't become work.  It really becomes a fun  
service.  We're providing a public service, but it becomes enjoyable and fun.  If you really 
enjoy the people you work with and you surround yourself with those type of people, it 
does, it becomes fun work.” 
It is challenging to maintain momentum. A representative from Teacher Focus 
Group 3 noted, “The most challenging thing about working here is keeping up this pace, 
keeping what we have going.  We talk about this, we think about this, I think more so in 
the last couple of years.  How do we keep this going?  How do we not become 
complacent?  We almost get nervous about it.  That's one thing, I think, that's been the 
challenge, how do we keep this pace going for much longer?” 
 You must build in structured ways to connect meaningfully with students. A 
member of Teacher Focus Group 6 described this method, “Homeroom is an element that 
is an extra duty for every one of our teachers that they're not paid for.  It's kind of one of 
those things, when you come to (this school), you sign up for doing homeroom where it's 
an extra 45 minutes to an hour every week working with those kids that you have as your 
advisory kids.  You stay with those kids from freshman to senior year.  That is an amazing 
part of our culture.” 
 Every employee must be equally valued. A representative from Teacher Focus 
Group 5 explains, “The last thing that I would just say that we didn't really talk about is I 
think we have a really great relationship with certified and classified employees.  There's 
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no divide.  We all hang out together at social events.  Everybody knows everybody.  First 
name.  We are really a family.” 
 You have never fully “arrived.” Principal 4 cautions, “Are we by any means, 
have we arrived?  Absolutely not.  We have a ton of stuff that we have to deal with like 
every other high school in the country.  We have things that we really struggle with.  But 
when you can build a fence of family around your staff and where the students feel that 
they can be heard and they know that you love them, when things happen, our response to 
those things because something negative is going to happen, challenges are always going 
to be there.  Our response needs to be much more mindful and thoughtful when we know 
that we're all in it together.  And that, to me, speaks to the outcome, if you will, of our 
culture.  We’ve got some good stuff going on.  We also have some stuff that, man, we 
need to really get our act together on.” 
Other Findings: What Employees Love about Their Schools 
 Every participant was asked to describe what they love most about their schools.  
Their responses, across employee groups, consistently focused on relationships and a 
caring environment.  A representative of Teacher Focus Group 1 explained, “What I love 
about working here is the trust that adults have amongst each other.  I feel like we agree, 
we disagree on things, but we give one another the benefit of the doubt and remain 
focused on what’s best for students.”  A member of Teacher Focus Group 4 added, “What 
I love most about working here is my colleagues.  The adults on campus, we're like 
family, and I know I always say kids are going to come and go, but we all stay here.”  A 
representative of Classified Staff Focus Group 2 expressed a similar feeling, “What I love 
most about working here, I think, is the people.  I think that it's family, and I think for me 
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what family means, family doesn't mean perfect.  No family is perfect.  What I see with 
that is we challenge each other, we argue, we grow, but at the end of the day you know 
you're family.  I think that's helped us, the whole idea of being a family.” 
Some of the responses about what employees love about their schools focused 
directly on the students.  A representative from Teacher Focus Group 3 described that “I 
think the best thing about this school is how our kids get involved.  That's the one thing 
I've always said.  People ask me all the time, ‘What's great about your school?’  Kids get 
involved, not only our teachers are involved, as you can see, but we have so many kids 
that are involved in something, whether that may be a simple club to a sport, most of our 
kids are involved in something and that plays a big role.”  A member of Classified Staff 
Focus Group 2 added that “I love the kids.  They're my favorite part of the school.  I think, 
for me, I grew up in a real non-diverse area, and so going to college was a big eye 
opening experience, but now getting to work with kids of different diverse backgrounds is 
absolutely huge.  I think that that's also the most challenging part, to understand 
cultures.  We are trying to adapt constantly to make sure that everybody's getting the 
information, and building relationships, because that's what I do best.  I build 
relationships with my kids.”  
Other staff members emphasized a generally open, nurturing environment for 
staff as well as students.  A participant from Teacher Focus Group 4 stated, “What I love 
most about working here is both the students and the staff.  I think the staff here likes the 
students and the students, I think, like us, but I like it that we as a collective group, we 
hold the students to pretty high expectations, not just about how you're going to write this 
great essay, but about being a great person.  The way kids talk to staff and people in the 
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front office, if you walk into a rally, right, keeping it quiet while we're singing the 
national anthem, the way we greet freshmen the first time they come on campus, I think 
it's a really amazing feeling that you get here when you talk and work with students.  
Then also working with adults, the trust is really huge, and genuinely caring about one 
another, so not just in terms of what's happening in class, but, ‘Oh you need somebody to 
pick up your kids for you after school?’  Or, ‘I'm going there too, I'll pick that up for 
you.’  Just connecting on more of a personal level.”  The team atmosphere present on 
each campus was highly touted as well, as acknowledged by a member of Teacher Focus 
Group 4, “I appreciate the loving environment, caring environment.  I have worked in 
many school districts.  This is my home because of the loving environment.  Very strong 
teamwork, very strong, caring environment.  This is the first high school that I feel that 
we work as a team.  Administrators, they're in the team.  They feel like no matter what is 
your title, no matter if you are the principal, vice principal, or classified or secretary or 
teacher, everybody is in the same boat, and everybody is working for the same goal.  It's 
something that I love here.  It's a very nice environment.” 
Other staff members mentioned the common goals and expectations as well as the 
shared willingness to think about the future and make positive strides toward 
improvement.  A representative from Teacher Focus Group 1 explained, “I think I also 
love that most people here embrace the idea that we do have goals that we set and want 
to accomplish, but most people are okay with the fact that it's ongoing and changing.  We 
kind of live in a society where people are goal driven, and if they don't meet the goal, 
they feel like it's a failure.  I think we're really good at kind of understanding that we are 
in a, well I don't want to call it unique, but a special environment where we know that we 
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have to just keep going, that things change, and kids change, and the years change, and 
our goal changes.  Most people are really okay with that, knowing that it's an ongoing 
process.”  This sentiment was similarly expressed by a member of Teacher Focus Group 
6, who stated, “What I've always liked about working here was, is, the ... We were able to 
initiate when we wanted to do new stuff.  There were less roadblocks to get out of the 
way.  I've worked elsewhere, and there was always something that was in the way, or 
seems to be.”  A participant from Classified Staff Focus Group 6 summarized this idea 
this way, “We're forward thinkers.  I think we're getting ahead of the curve in a lot of 
ways.  We're very open-minded, and I think a lot of our staff is very caring for one 
another, so I think that that's huge in building our culture.”  
Other Findings: School Site Visit Observation Data 
 The researcher gathered observational data at each of the six school sites that 
validated some of the other findings related to their positive school cultures.  The 
physical environment of each campus reflected some of the cultural values and priorities 
that were described by the employees.  In each of the schools, the administrators 
demonstrated a high level of accessibility to employees through open-door policies 
coupled with a welcoming attitude.  Core values were readily observable in numerous 
ways on the various campuses, including through signage, intercom announcements, 
posters, photographs, and artwork.  The interactions among staff members and between 
staff members and students were observed to be positive and warm.  In addition to the 
general sense of warmth and a welcoming atmosphere, on the majority of the school 
campuses, a high level of expectation for student behavior and performance was 
observable, both through words and actions.  In many schools, staff members greeted 
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each student as he or she entered campus and set the tone for a positive school day.  The 
researcher was able to observe that most of the schools have a high level of routine and 
procedures in place that ensure safety and consistency, as well as an emphasis on student 
health and well-being.  Pride, celebration, and joyfulness were observable in many ways 
on each campus, as well.   
The observations are listed in Table 24, along with the frequency with which they 
were observed, in terms of the numbers of schools where each observation was made.  
Table 24 
 
Observations Made During School Site Visits   
 
Observation Frequency 
Administrators’ doors are open and staff members stop in to see them 
without an appointment 
6 
Core values of the organization are prominently displayed through 
the school 
5 
Students and visitors are welcomed in main office with smiles and 
personal connections 
5 
Staff members are cheerful and positive in their interactions with 
others 
5 
The campus is clean and orderly 5 
Staff members hold students accountable for responsibilities and 
adherence to rules 
5 
Student photographs, artwork, and accomplishments are displayed in 
the main office and throughout the campus 
4 
Artwork throughout campus celebrates students and reflects values 4 
Conversations between staff and students emphasize high 
expectations 
4 
Students and staff members regularly engage in conversations which 
reveal that personal connections are present 
4 
Signage/branding throughout the school is positive and consistent 4 
Structures and procedures emphasize student support/connections 4 
Facilities emphasize student social/emotional health and well-being 4 
Staff member roles and responsibilities are clearly defined 4 
Students are greeted upon their arrival at school by teachers and/or 
administrators 
3 
Celebration of staff and students is evident 3 
(continued) 
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Table 24 
 
Observations Made During School Site Visits   
 
Observation Frequency 
Student achievement data is prominently displayed throughout the 
campus 
3 
Intercom announcements and other messages convey the school’s 
values 
3 
A majority of staff members participate in school spirit activities, 
including dressing in costumes 
2 
Students are empowered in leadership roles on the campus 2 
Homeroom structure provides opportunity for relationship-building 
between teachers and students 
2 
   
Other Findings: Words Employees Used to Describe their Schools 
 Each participant was asked to share a word or two words that describe their 
school.  This data is displayed in Figure 4 in a word cloud, which visually portrays the 
frequency of words used.  In this example, the word “family” was used most frequently 
by employees to describe their schools, followed by diverse, caring, spirit, positive, love, 
pride, and home.  This graphic does not differentiate between the perspectives of 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members, but instead combines their views 
into one demonstration of terms that are associated with the positive school cultures 
experienced by the participants. 
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Figure 4. Visual Representation of Words Employees Used to Describe their Schools 
 
Summary 
 Chapter IV presented the collected data and findings pertinent to this study.  This 
study focused on comprehensive public high schools throughout the state of California 
where a positive transformation in school culture has occurred during the past two to four 
years.  The researcher applied the theoretical framework of Gruenert and Whitaker’s 
(2015) 12 Aspects of School Culture as a means to gauge the perceptions of 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members regarding the most significant 
factors in their schools’ cultural shifts.  The target population of this study encompassed 
the comprehensive public high schools throughout the state of California where 
measurable growth in positive school culture factors was achieved in recent years, as 
measured by California Healthy Kids Survey data and validated by school culture expert 
opinions.  The researcher narrowed the population to six comprehensive public high 
schools representing diverse populations and demographic factors including the size and 
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age of the school, socioeconomic profile of the student body, and other factors.  The 
researcher visited two schools in the greater Los Angeles area, two schools in the central 
portion of the state, one school in the northern California Bay Area, and one school in the 
Sacramento region.  At each school site, the researcher gathered observational data and 
interviewed each principal, conducted a focus group discussion with six to eight teachers, 
and conducted a focus group discussion with six to eight classified staff members.  
The main RQs asked were:  
1. What factors contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive 
public high school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, 
teachers, and classified staff?  
2. What similarities and differences exist between the perceptions of 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff regarding the factors which 
contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public high 
school’s culture?   
The RQs were divided into subquestions, as follows:  
1.  What factors do school administrators perceive as contributing to the positive 
transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture?  
2.  What factors do teachers perceive as contributing to the positive 
transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture?  
3.  What factors do classified staff members perceive as contributing to the 
positive transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture? and  
4.  What similarities and differences exist between the perspectives of school 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members regarding the factors 
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which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public 
high school’s culture?   
The interviews and focus group discussions were recorded using a digital audio 
recorder and were transcribed by Rev Transcription Services.  Transcripts were then 
analyzed for emerging themes by the researcher, who utilized NVivo software to 
organize codes/themes. 
 Codes were then categorized by the researcher based upon the interview questions 
that related to each of the 12 aspects of school culture.  The researcher marked each code 
based on the employee group it represented in order to compare the perceptions of the 
three employee groups on each of the interview/focus group discussion questions.  In 
addition to the codes related to the 12 aspects of school culture, the researcher gathered 
and analyzed data from each of the employee groups regarding the following: (a) which 
factors have been most significant in their schools’ cultural shifts, (b) what role each of 
the employee groups play in the positive culture, (c) how their school culture has 
changed, (d) advice for people in other schools who wish to positively shift their school 
cultures, (e) what they love about their schools, and (f) words they would use to describe 
their schools.  
 Findings indicated that members of each employee group feel invested in the 
school’s culture and valuable to the organization.  Trust, relationships, shared values, and 
communication were identified by the largest number of participants as being most 
significant to the positive transformation of school culture.  Many employees described a 
strong connection between the leadership at their schools and the school’s ability to make 
cultural changes.  The trusting atmosphere on these campuses has led to a culture of risk-
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taking, which is apparent in the classrooms, where teachers feel confident to adapt their 
strategies toward a more student-centered approach to teaching and learning.  Student 
achievement was also highly regarded, especially by principals, as a fundamental 
component of culture and many employees expressed pride in their ability to defy 
stereotypes about their students and communities.  The greatest area of challenge for 
most school teams related to parent relations, though all schools studied are actively 
attempting to engage parents in meaningful ways.  Employees noted the importance of 
patience and empathy toward others, as well as a respect for organizational history and 
tradition, while constantly seeking forward progress.  Students were at the center of all 
discussion of school culture and the environments of each school studied reflected an 
atmosphere of high expectation, consistency, personal connection, love, family, and 
support.   
 Chapter V presents conclusions based on the findings of the research study as 
well as the implications for future actions and recommendations for further research.  
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CHAPTER V:  SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to discover the 
factors which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public high 
school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, teachers, and classified staff.  
An additional purpose of the study was to determine what similarities and differences 
exist between the perceptions of administrators, teachers, and classified staff.  The RQs 
that laid the foundation for this study are as follows:  
1. What factors contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive 
public high school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, 
teachers, and classified staff?  
2. What similarities and differences exist between the perceptions of 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff regarding the factors which 
contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public high 
school’s culture?   
The RSQs that further served the purpose of this study were:  
1.  What factors do school administrators perceive as contributing to the positive 
transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture?  
2.  What factors do teachers perceive as contributing to the positive 
transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture?  
3.  What factors do classified staff members perceive as contributing to the 
positive transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture?  
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4.  What similarities and differences exist between the perspectives of school 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members regarding the factors 
which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive public 
high school’s culture?   
This qualitative phenomenological study is descriptive in nature, as it sets out to 
collect data, through observation, focus groups, and interviews, in order to answer 
questions about an existing phenomenon (the positive transformation of a public high 
school’s culture).  This approach was appropriate for this study because administrators, 
teachers, and staff members were interviewed and/or engaged in focus group discussions 
to determine their perceptions of the key factors of their schools’ cultural shifts. 
Additionally, the researcher participated in observations of each of the identified schools 
through campus tours in order to discover additional salient elements of positive school 
culture.  
 The population for this study consists of the administrators, teachers, and 
classified staff members serving in American comprehensive public high schools during 
the 2016-2017 school year.  The diversity of high school settings and student populations 
within the state of California allow for the selection of schools that enable the researcher 
to gather richly diverse data as identified through a common measurement, the California 
Healthy Kids Survey.  The comprehensive, public high schools targeted for this study are 
those which have demonstrated growth within the past four school years with regard to 
school culture-related factors.  The target population were identified by growth in 
culture-related areas indicated on the California Healthy Kids Survey, which is the 
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“largest statewide survey of resiliency, protective factors, risk behaviors, and school 
climate in the nation” (WestEd, 2016).   
The target population of this study was then narrowed through the researcher’s 
use of experts in the field of high school culture, who directed the researcher to potential 
schools suited to the study among the population of schools which met the criteria.  These 
experts were Phil Boyte (2015), author of School Culture by Design and creator of the 
Breaking Down the Walls and Link Crew school culture-building programs and Richard 
Parkhouse, co-author of Building the World’s Greatest High School and Building the 
World’s Greatest High School Student Leader.  Based upon this information, the 
researcher validated the appropriateness of the potential selections through California 
Healthy Kids Survey results which demonstrated measurable growth over the course of 
the past four years.  The findings of this study can be generalized to all comprehensive 
public high schools fitting the criteria of positive school culture shifts within the past four 
years.  
The researcher used both purposive and convenience sampling methods in the 
conducting of this research.  Sample size within qualitative research typically ranges 
from 1 to 40 or more participants, often based on the “availability of information-rich 
cases” (McMillian & Schumacher, 2014, p. 352).  The sample population, based on the 
California Healthy Kids Survey data and expert opinions offered by individuals who have 
studied and observed shifting school culture in high school settings over an extended 
period of time, included all comprehensive, public high schools in California meeting the 
criteria.  Based on analysis of survey data, coupled with expert opinion, the sample 
population included administrators, teachers, and classified staff in 28 comprehensive 
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public high schools in California.  Of the initial 28 comprehensive public high schools 
identified as the sample population, purposive sampling was utilized to reduce the sample 
further to administrators, teachers, and classified staff in 12 schools.  Of the 12 schools 
identified, the researcher further utilized purposive and convenience sampling to select 
six schools that represented a diverse assortment of demographic factors, including 
geographical region of the state of California, school setting, age of the school, size of the 
student population, presence of special subgroups such as English Language Learners, 
and the socioeconomic profile of the student body.  Given the depth of inquiry that 
corresponds with this research methodology, the researcher chose to study a small 
number of schools in depth in order to develop a comprehensive, holistic understanding 
of the elements which influenced each school’s positive cultural shift. 
The instrumentation utilized in this study resulted from complex and varied 
efforts over the course of many months, including a thorough review of the literature. 
Synthesizing the literature enables a researcher to compare, contrast, and merge disparate 
pieces of information into one coherent whole that provides a new perspective (Roberts, 
2010) providing the boundaries, or scaffolding, for the study itself (Roberts, 2010).  
Gruenert and Whitaker (2015) propose that assessing a school’s culture relative to these 
12 aspects allows the organization to identify strengths and weaknesses and develop a 
plan for positive change (2015).  The 12 aspects of school culture are as follows: student 
achievement, shared values, risk taking, openness, leadership, socialization, collegial 
awareness, decision making, trust, parent relations, communication, and organizational 
history (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, pp, 67-69).  The researcher employed this 
conceptual framework to develop interview questions and focus group discussion 
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guidelines and parameters.  The researcher visited two schools in the greater Los Angeles 
area, two schools in the central portion of the state, one school in the northern California 
Bay Area, and one school in the Sacramento region.  At each school site, the researcher 
gathered observational data and interviewed each principal, conducted a focus group 
discussion with six to eight teachers, and conducted a focus group discussion with six to 
eight classified staff members.  
Major Findings 
 The major findings that resulted from this study are organized by the 
interview/focus group discussion questions, which reflect each of the 12 aspects of school 
culture, as well as a few additional insights into the perspectives of administrators, 
teachers, and classified staff members regarding their schools’ positive cultural shifts. 
Interview/Focus Group Question 1 
What role has student achievement played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
Emphasis on student achievement. Principals of schools with especially strong  
culture place particular emphasis on student achievement as the foundation of their 
culture.  Many of the school leaders who responded most passionately to the importance 
of student achievement related to the idea of defying expectations and stereotypes.  These 
principals place great emphasis on the use and transparency of data, as a means of raising 
the bar on student achievement as well as individual/collective growth.  Research also 
recognizes the importance of student achievement and shows that, although the classroom 
teacher is the single most powerful school-based influence on student achievement, 
school culture is the next most influential factor (Robbins, 2015).   
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Targeted support and early intervention. As noted in the literature, high 
schools need to prepare students to attend college or vocational programs without the 
need for remediation while simultaneously preparing students for the next step of 
education or skill-building (Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011).  Teachers and classified 
staff members studied recognize the need for targeted support and early intervention to 
promote student success.  School employees within these groups noted that students 
require a great deal of support in order to attain academic success.  Additionally, they 
recognized that success breeds success and early intervention, with small wins 
intentionally built in, creates an atmosphere wherein students are willing to take risks and 
raise the bar on their own learning. 
Interview/Focus Group Question 2 
What role has collegial awareness/relationships played in the positive shift in 
your school’s culture? 
Cultivation of collective efficacy. Collective efficacy is intentionally and  
perpetually cultivated within schools with strong culture.  All employee groups 
recognized the necessity of teamwork and trust in order to produce results and meet 
students’ needs.  School employees from all groups also noted the inherent challenges in 
creating and maintaining a highly-functioning team.  Teachers, in particular described the 
continued prevalence of “silos” within their schools, wherein people are doing excellent 
work in small teams or as individuals but struggle to connect to the larger school 
community.  The research is also clear that stand-alone leadership does not lead to 
teamwork, creativity, collaboration or high achievement (Maxwell, 2011).  In fact, a 
“solitary leader with a singular vision imposed upon subordinates” (Boyte, 2015, p. 59) 
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may have been the norm in the past, but that model has “no place in today’s school 
culture” (Boyte, 2015, p. 59). 
Cultivation of staff relationships. A 2012 study found that forming relationships 
with colleagues seemed to make the participants feel valued, both as friends and as 
recipients of friendship, as well as helping them establish or maintain their own identities 
within the organization (Childs, 2012, pp. 78-79).  Staff relationships must be cultivated, 
as the foundation for trust, which was strongly emphasized by study participants.  
Principals noted the delicate nature of staff relationships, but all employee groups 
expressed their views that collegial relationships are vital to the positive culture of the 
school and further serve as important sources of modeling for students.  In a 2012 case 
study, the positive personal relationships which had been formed among the staff 
members within a school caused the employees to consider themselves a family (Childs, 
2012, p. 84).  
Interview/Focus Group Question 3 
What role have shared values played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
Development of shared values. Shared values play a significant role in the  
development of positive school culture and serve as the foundation for a school’s core 
values.  Virtually all stakeholder participants recognized shared values as fundamental to 
their positive cultural shifts.  Principals made particular note of the importance of values 
permeating all communication and decisions.  Observational data demonstrated that 
shared values are visible within schools with strong culture in numerous ways.  P. 
Lencioni (2012) mirrors this notion in recognizing that “more than anything else, values 
are critical because they define a company’s personality and provide employees with 
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clarity about how to behave, which reduces the need for inefficient and demoralizing 
micromanagement” (p. 91).   
Importance of the principal’s vision. Teachers and classified staff members 
view the principal’s vision as fundamental to the development of shared values.  
Overwhelmingly, classified staff members and teachers noted the importance of the 
principal’s vision as the lens through which culture is developed via shared values and 
expectations.  Principals who clearly and consistently communicate their personal vision 
inspire their employees to embrace the core values of the school and apply them to their 
work.  Senge (2004) explains that, “when people in leadership positions begin to serve a 
vision infused with a larger purpose, their work shifts naturally from producing results to 
encouraging the growth of people who produce results” (p. 141). 
Interview/Focus Group Question 4 
What role has decision making played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
Cultivation of shared leadership and decision making. Shared leadership and 
decision making are cultivated through intentional, constantly-evolving structures.  
Principals recognized the importance of empowering teachers and classified staff 
members in decision making but also noted the reality that, ultimately, many decisions, 
which can be unpopular at times, rest on their shoulders.  Teachers, in particular, 
expressed appreciation for a shift toward teacher-driven decision making.  The research 
explains that leaders who are multipliers know how to use the intelligence of the people 
around them; look for talent everywhere; maximize the “genius” in others; connect 
people with opportunities; and shine a spotlight on their work (Lassiter, 2012). 
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Importance of conflict. Conflict is a necessary element of decision making 
within schools with strong, positive culture.  Principals within the schools studied clearly 
encourage conflict and honest sharing of views about decisions among their employees.  
Teachers and classified staff members recognized that they have a voice in decisions and 
feel safe enough within their cultures to share their views openly, even when they 
disagree with the school’s leaders.  Harvey and Drolet (2006) explain that “all vital 
families have conflicts, as do all vital corporations, schools, colleges, and hospitals.  
Where there are creative, excited people, conflicts arise” (p. 24).  
Interview/Focus Group Question 5 
What role has risk taking played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
Encouragement of risk taking. Principals of schools with strong culture 
encourage their employees to take risks and run with their ideas without fearing 
repercussions.  A risk-taking culture has largely been cultivated in the schools studied by 
principals who encourage and support employees in trying new methods.  A growth 
mindset is prevalent in these schools and employees recognize that, even when they make 
mistakes, they are moving the organization forward.  Exceptional organizations all have 
cultures in which leaders “provide cover from above” (S. Sinek, 2014, p. 8) and the 
people on the ground “look out for each other; this is the reason they are willing to push 
hard and take the kinds of risks they do” (S. Sinek, 2014, p. 8).  
Safety and relationships as foundation for risk taking. Research indicates that 
people open up when they know they are being listened to; in these instances, they 
expand and have more presence.  Additionally, they feel safer and more secure; thereby, 
trust grows (Kimsey-House et al., 2011).  A culture of risk-taking is only possible within 
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a safe environment wherein trust and strong relationships have been developed and 
strengthened over time.  Teachers and classified staff members, in particular, note that 
they are only willing to take risks when they feel safe within the environment and have 
strong relationships with their coworkers.  They also note that this environment serves as 
a positive model for students, who are also encouraged to take risks within a school with 
a strong, positive culture. 
Interview/Focus Group Question 6 
What role has trust played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
Foundation of trust. Trust is at the heart of all positive school cultures.  Research 
shows that, without trust, teachers and students are both unlikely to take the risks that 
genuine learning entails (Tschannen-Moran, 2014).  All school stakeholders expressed 
strong beliefs that trust is key to all aspects of school culture development, including risk 
taking, decision making, relationships, trust, communication, and leadership.  Numerous 
staff members acknowledged that a trusting culture helps people through their most 
difficult times and also helps students develop confidence and skills, knowing that they 
can trust the adults at school. 
Fragile nature of trust. Trust is extremely fragile.  Several principals expressed 
that trust is somewhat fleeting -- that is it there one day and seemingly absent the next.  
Teachers expressed similar concerns with their colleagues, who can experience a high 
degree of trust in one situation and struggle to trust in another moment.  All stakeholders 
noted that, while fragile, trust is necessary and requires patience to continually cultivate.  
Achieving vulnerability-based trust is difficult because, in the course of career 
255 
 
development and education, most successful people learn to be competitive with their 
peers and protective of their reputations (P. Lencioni, 2002).  
Interview/Focus Group Question 7 
What role has openness played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
Openness and approachability of principals. The research indicates that 
principals should aim to increase interpersonal interactions with their teachers, which 
increases their level of approachability, which in turn will give the principal an authentic 
view of what the culture is like (Smart 2016).  It is imperative that principals are open 
and approachable by all stakeholders.  Teachers and classified staff members strongly 
expressed the importance of principals having open-door policies and openness to all 
employees, as well as students and parents.  The principal’s openness is noted by 
participants as having a dramatic impact on the openness of others within the 
organization.  
Principals’ balance regarding openness. Research notes the five facets of trust, 
which encompass benevolence, honesty, openness, reliability, and competence 
(Tschannen-Moran, 2014).  However, based on the data collected through this study, 
principals tend to struggle with finding the right balance when it comes to openness.  
While principals understand and appreciate the importance of openness and vulnerability 
and major components of their leadership, they also know that, at times, they alone have 
to shoulder certain burdens.  Principals also recognize that not all staff members will be 
comfortable with the principal and it is important to create structures so that every 
employee has someone on campus with whom they can be open.  
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Interview/Focus Group Question 8 
What role have parent relations played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
Challenging nature of parent relations. The “old model of parent involvement -
- having a few parents sit in on advisory committees or volunteer at the school” (Barr, 
2013, p. 173) will not work for what is needed now; instead, teams of school, family, and 
community members need to plan involvement activities throughout the year to connect 
the work of school to the community and families (Barr, 2013).  However, the data 
collected through this study show that parent relations are the single most challenging 
aspect of school culture.  Representatives from all of the schools studied expressed 
challenges with building and maintaining meaningful parent engagement.  Some of the 
challenges related to cultural perspectives of parents who, in many cases, are not inclined 
to actively participate in their children’s education.  Others school teams expressed issues 
with entitlement among their parent populations.  All teams expressed frustration and 
confusion about parent relations, but recognize that they are important.  
Strategies and cultural sensitivity regarding parent relations. Parent relations 
require deliberate strategies and sensitivity to cultural differences.  Schools that are 
successfully increasing their parent engagement are doing so through deliberate strategies 
that are tailored to their unique populations.  For example, one school has employed a 
parent/community liaison, who is bilingual and engages in the community in a way that 
bridges some of the cultural gaps.  School leaders can begin this process by “mapping the 
community in terms of size, influence, and interactions of groups and individuals” 
(Stripling, 2015, p. 17). 
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Interview/Focus Group Question 9 
What role has leadership played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
Inspirational leader with compelling vision. The school’s vision must be a 
“mobilizing call for action; the rallying cry for everything that goes on in the school” 
(Barr, 2013, p. 148).  Teachers and classified staff members studied note that it is 
essential to have an inspirational leader who projects a compelling vision.  Though 
principals did not recognize their own role as leaders in significantly impacting the 
culture, teachers and classified staff members identified the principal’s role as integral to 
a positive culture.  Staff members noted that the principal’s vision translates directly into 
the shared values of the staff and organization. 
Importance of shared leadership. It is imperative that schools have many 
leaders.  Principals studied were adamant that cultural change cannot occur unless the 
organization has many leaders, all communicating the same message in different ways. 
Teachers also recognized the importance of shared leadership, though classified staff 
members responded more strongly to following the guidance of the principal.  The 
research notes that successful school change requires “multiple layers of leadership 
roles,” (Senge, 2012, p. 323) both formal and informal, at the classroom, school site, and 
community levels, which each provide different resources to any organizational learning 
effort.   
Interview/Focus Group Question 10 
What role has communication played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
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Communication as initial step in cultural shift. The research is clear that the 
only way for people to embrace a message is to hear it over a period of time, in a variety 
of different situations, and preferably from different people” (P. Lencioni, 2012, p. 142).  
Communication is described by study participants as the best initial step in making a 
cultural shift.  Members of each of the employee groups identified communication, both 
within the organization and beyond it, as an important first step in making a positive shift 
in school culture.  Classified staff members responded especially strongly to the 
importance of communication, as they can, at times, feel less connected to what is going 
on within the organization.  
Challenges of juggling communication modes and their effectiveness. An 
important feature in high-performing schools is the triangulation of communication 
between teachers, students, and parents as educational stakeholders (Zamperlin, 2012).  
However, finding the most effective modes of communication presents a constant 
challenge.  Members of each employee group expressed frustration with communication, 
feeling that, in many cases, communication is not as well-received as it is intended.  The 
vast assortment of communication modes, particularly with regard to the use of 
technology, ease communication while simultaneously complicating it.  
Interview/Focus Group Question 11 
What role has socialization played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
Importance of informal celebrations and recognition. A recent study of 
teachers showed that 49% of the participants noted a relationship between the feeling of 
being valued and appreciated by their peers, parents, and administrators as a link to their 
motivation to teach (O’Connell, 2014).  This research study found that informal 
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celebrations and recognition are highly important to school culture.  Participants from all 
employee groups expressed that the informal social interaction among staff members is 
critical to the development of a positive culture and, additionally, assists individuals 
through challenging circumstances.  Many employees also noted that social interaction 
among staff members also sends positive cultural messages to students. 
Importance of student leadership and mentorship. Student leadership and 
mentorship help create and sustain a positive social environment within a school.  
Principals, teachers, and classified staff members all recognized that students play a 
critical role in developing the social atmosphere within a school.  Many employees 
described their students as inclusive, welcoming, and protective of one another.  Several 
teams described ways in which students can mentor their younger peers and teach them 
about the culture of the school, including the Link Crew program, which connects 
upperclassmen mentors with incoming freshmen.  Research indicates that building a 
sense of place is another widely-regarded strategy for improving student engagement and 
achievement through building relationships; creating a surrogate family at the school; 
developing students’ interests and talents; helping students explore careers; and using the 
social network to enhance belonging (Barr, 2013).   
Interview/Focus Group Question 12 
What role has organizational history played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
Delicate balance related to organizational history. Organizational history 
represents a delicate balance and brings with it both positive elements as well as 
challenges.  The traditional approach to organizational studies views organizational 
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systems as “abstract constructs of elements such as division of labor, roles, hierarchy of 
authority, information channels, and coordination mechanisms” (Tubin, 2015, p. 642).  
Principals studied expressed the delicate balance that is required when considering 
organizational history, as well as the political savvy that is necessary to navigate it 
effectively.  Staff members of all groups recognized that, in order to move forward with 
change and innovation, understanding and balancing the traditions and history of the 
school is also important.  
Respecting and honoring organizational history. Organizational history must 
be respected and honored.  Members of all employee groups recognized that 
organizational history is important to cultural change and cannot be ignored.  Various 
perspectives on the school’s history and traditions must have a voice within the changing 
culture, including those of staff members, parents and other community members, and 
alumni.  Principals suggested that determining what was valued about the past practice 
helps the team arrive at common ground with changes, as the team will thereby seek 
ways to incorporate the elements of the past practice that were truly important to the 
members of the team.  It is important to also note, as the research describes, that 
organizations exist within environmental contexts, including social, technological, 
economic, environmental, and political forces (Chermack, 2011). 
Interview/Focus Group Question 13 
Of these elements, or others that come to your mind, what factors have most 
significantly contributed to the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
Foundational elements of shared values, trust, and relationships. Tschannen-
Moran (2004) expressed that “the work of schools happens primarily through 
261 
 
relationships” (p. 7).  Unlocking the relational factors, elements, and needs within a 
school is widely noted in the literature as a fundamental way to assist the school’s leaders 
in impacting the culture, and student success, for the better.  Shared values, trust, and 
relationships combine to serve as the foundation for all positive school culture efforts.  
All stakeholders described these three elements as the core of their schools’ cultures, 
noting that these factors are interdependent and build upon one another.  Many 
participants described trust as the factor that leads to the development of relationships, 
and ultimately, a sense of shared values within the organization.  
Importance of communication to classified staff members. Exhaustive search 
of the literature produced no results specifically pertaining to classified staff members 
within the school setting.  In particular, there is no mention of the impact classified staff 
have on a high school's culture.  This gap was echoed by the participants of this research 
study as communication was regarded as highly important, especially to classified staff 
members.  Classified staff members reacted strongly to the notion of communication as a 
foundational element of school culture, explaining that, sometimes by the nature of the 
work they do, they can feel somewhat out of the loop with what is happening within the 
organization.  They greatly appreciate leaders who proactively communicate with all 
stakeholders about the important things that are happening.  
Interview/Focus Group Question 14 
What do you see as the specific role of administrators/teachers/classified staff in 
impacting a school’s culture in a positive way? 
Importance of modeling. Modeling is an extremely important role for all staff 
members, particularly principals and teachers.  Principals strongly expressed that one of 
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their primary roles is to model that which they wish to see in others, which includes staff 
members and students.  Teachers also related strongly to the idea of modeling, noting that 
their modeling of desired behaviors has a powerful impact on students.  This idea is 
echoed in the literature, which emphasizes that trustworthy leaders are noted as those 
who engage in visioning, modeling, coaching, managing, and mediating (Tschannen-
Moran, 2014). 
Focus on relationship-building. O’Connell (2014) explains that the ability to 
influence and create meaningful relationships with others creates a positive learning 
school climate for all stakeholders.  To this end, all staff members must be focused on 
building relationships.  Staff member groups perceived their roles in building 
relationships somewhat differently, though all groups noted this factor’s importance.  
Principals emphasized their role in supporting staff, who are the ones building 
meaningful relationships with students.  Classified staff members also perceived the 
importance of their role in relating to students, as well as serving on the “front lines” 
when it comes to interaction with families and the public. 
Interview/Focus Group Questions 15 and 16 
How has the culture of your school changed? 
How do the students, teachers, classified staff members, administrators and 
families experience this school differently now?  
Evolving nature of school culture. School culture is constantly evolving.  
Members of each of the employee groups expressed that their culture is a constant work 
in progress and something that this perpetually evolving.  Their organizations have 
become places where employees constantly reflect on their values and decisions and 
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adapt accordingly, with a spirit that change is positive, including the inevitable missteps 
that occur along the way.  The research notes that leaders can shrink the change into 
small targets that lead to small victories, which can often “trigger a positive spiral of 
behavior” (Heath & Heath, 2010, p. 146). 
Newfound sense of optimism. Barr (2013) recognizes the four seeds of hope 
within schools: optimism, belonging, pride, and purpose.  Employees within the schools 
studied are experiencing a newfound sense of optimism, excitement, and hopefulness for 
the future.  Principals, teachers, and classified staff members all agreed that their positive 
cultural shifts have resulted in an increased sense of joy, positivity, happiness, and fun on 
their school campuses.  Many employees expressed that they now enjoy going to work 
and they see that students enjoy being at school.  Employees trust their leaders and feel 
confident that the trajectory of their cultures will continue to be positive.  
Interview/Focus Group Question 17 
Do you have any advice for people at other schools who wish to positively shift 
their school cultures? 
Necessity of time and patience. Cultural change requires time and patience.  
Members of each employee group expressed that positively shifting a school culture 
requires a great deal of time and patience.  Principals advised that other school leaders 
should give themselves grace and recognize that change is difficult for many people and 
must be approached with a spirit of “baby steps.”  Teachers and classified staff members 
added that true cultural change has developed slowly, over the course of several years, 
but add that it is also important to celebrate the small wins along the way.  As noted in 
the literature, cultural change “cannot be gained through force or coercion” (Muhammed, 
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2009, p. 16) and requires leaders who are “adept at gaining cooperation [and are] skilled 
in diplomacy, salesmanship, patience, endurance, and encouragement” (Muhammed, 
2009, p. 16).   
 Importance of holding the line on what is most important. It is vital to stand 
your ground on the important things and not be deterred by negative energy or reactions.  
Teachers and classified staff members expressed that they greatly appreciate school 
leaders who are willing to stand firm on their core values, no matter the push back they 
will inevitably encounter.  Staff members also recognized that this practice serves as 
excellent role modeling for students, in terms of fighting for what is right.  M. Fullan and 
DuFour (2013) add that a school or district characterized by high levels of trust is not one 
in which any behavior is acceptable and people are accountable to no one; a 
“simultaneous loose and tight culture is one that, by definition, demands adherence to 
certain core values and common practices” (p. 58). 
Unexpected Findings 
 Several unexpected findings emerged from this study that were not directly 
correlated to the RQs or interview/focus group questions.  Throughout the course of the 
study, administrators, teachers, and classified staff members readily revealed additional 
insights about their schools’ positive cultural shifts that may bear some insights for those 
working to achieve such shifts in other school environments.  Some of these insights are 
described in this section. 
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Unexpected Finding 1: Empathy and Perspective-Taking are Deliberately 
Emphasized, Particularly by Principals, which Reduces Employee Anxiety 
 Unprompted, several employees of various groups described varying degrees of 
fear or anxiety that they feel regarding their ability to maintain the momentum they have 
built around their school cultures.  Several teachers, in particular, wondered aloud, “How 
are we going to be able to keep this going for the long-term?”  The staff members appear 
to worry that the positive energy and momentum they have helped to create will wane 
over time.  Additionally, four of the six principals studied specifically noted the 
importance of approaching the staff with empathy and constantly reminding oneself of 
the challenges associated with their roles.  One principal made a sports analogy to 
summarize this point, noting that the game becomes easier the further away from the field 
you are.  With trust, openness, and vulnerability so highly regarded among all staff 
groups, empathy seems to factor in as another foundational piece of the trust and 
relationship-building efforts among staff members, particularly for principals.  Gregory 
and Kaufeldt (2015) echo this concept in identifying the domains of emotional 
intelligence, which are self-awareness, managing emotion, self-motivation, empathy, and 
social skills.  Studies show that 90% of high performers are also high in emotional 
intelligence (Bradberry, 2009).  
Unexpected Finding 2: Building Meaningful Relationships with Students Requires 
Specific, Schoolwide Structures and Practices 
 Three principals and seven teachers, representing several schools, expressed the 
importance of having schoolwide structures that enable staff members to build deep, 
meaningful relationships with students.  Two of the schools studied accomplished this 
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through a homeroom or advisory model, through which students are assigned to a staff 
member who stays with this group throughout their four years of high school.  In one 
school, the principal also took on an advisory period, enabling him to build personal 
relationships with students over a long-term period.  Research documents the importance 
of personal connections between students and the adults in their schools; “when you talk 
to successful students, you are likely to hear similar reasons for their success, typically 
including a teacher, counselor, coach, band director, or principal who cared about, 
supported, and challenged them” (Barr, 2013, p. 88). 
Unexpected Finding 3: It is Important that every Employee is Equally Valued 
within the Organization 
 Teachers, classified staff members, and administrators in five of the six schools 
studied made a particular point of there being no division between employee groups 
within their schools.  Classified staff members in each of the schools noted that they feel 
as valued and important to the organization as teachers or administrators.  The 
participants described this sense of equal value as derived from a combination of 
socialization, celebration and recognition, and principal leadership.  Additionally, when 
asked to describe their schools in one or two words, the terms that came up most 
frequently, in this order, were: family, diverse, caring, spirit, positive, love, pride, and 
home.  The representatives of each of the employee groups specifically described feeling 
as though their schools are not workplaces, but, rather, are families, also noting that 
family dynamics are never perfect, but are rooted in love, trust, and a mutual desire to 
reach a common goal together.  As noted in the literature, employees want to work for a 
“trustworthy and empowering boss” (Crowley, 2011, p. 22) who genuinely cares about 
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them and ensures they are given opportunities to “develop and stretch their capabilities” 
(Crowley, 2011, p. 22). 
Unexpected Finding 4: The Physical Environment of a School Reflects its Values 
and Culture 
 In each of the six schools studied, the physical environment of the campus 
reflected the values that were espoused by staff members.  Most commonly, the values of 
these schools were not just visible on campus, but were reinforced in a variety of 
messages occurring each day.  Staff members exhibited a combination of warmth and 
expectation in their interactions with students.  Structures were in place that contributed 
to a sense of clarity, focus, and student-centered pride and expectation.  T. Whitaker and 
Breaux (2013) contend that “our living and working spaces say a lot to others about who 
we are as people… students within a school environment pick up on these subtleties, 
though not usually on a conscious level” (pp. 106-107).  The physical environment is 
regarded as the “body language” of the organization, “conveying its values and key 
messages even in the absence of its inhabitants” (Ritchhart, 2015, p. 227).  This “body 
language influences how individuals interact, their behaviors, and their performance” 
(Ritchhart, 2015, p. 227). 
Unexpected Finding 5: School Culture can be Difficult to Shift because it is Difficult 
to Define and Measure 
 Principals, in particular, remarked that, in order to shift school culture, a school or 
district must employ some method for assessing culture and measuring progress.  In some 
schools, highly-developed surveys have been employed to gauge stakeholder perceptions 
about culture.  In other schools, student engagement in activities, behavior, attendance, 
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and other factors have been utilized to identify and describe cultural shifts that are 
occurring on an on-going basis.  A primary component of student success centers on the 
notion of expectations, which Parkhouse and White (2013) define as “the anticipated 
factors that we hold for ourselves, our peers, and our students.  They shape the way we 
act toward others and build our way of seeing the world” (p. 93).   
Conclusions 
 Based upon the research conducted at each of the participating schools, in 
conjunction with knowledge of the body of literature, the following conclusions about the 
positive transformation of comprehensive public high school cultures have been drawn.  
Conclusions are drawn for each of the ten aspects of school culture identified in the 
literature.  Each conclusion ties directly to both the RQs and the interview/focus group 
questions and highlights the differences in perception between the employee groups of 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff members. 
Conclusion 1: The Role of Student Achievement 
 Student achievement plays a highly significant role in serving as the foundation 
for the development of positive school culture.  In the schools studied where positive 
culture was especially evident, the principals believed that student achievement was the 
most important factor in their cultural shifts.  Teachers and classified staff members 
related to this factor less strongly, but emphasized the importance of student learning and 
growth as well as the necessity to provide adequate support systems that meet student 
needs.  Data was expressed by several principals as a key element of this factor, noting 
that, without the data to support the need for change, it is impossible to rally a staff 
around changing their practices. 
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Conclusion 2: The Role of Collegial Awareness/Relationships 
 Collegial relationships are difficult to cultivate and maintain and must be done so 
deliberately and with recognition of their fragile nature.  Teachers and classified staff 
members feel strongly that the bonds between colleagues within a school environment 
make the difficult work possible, while principals note the importance of developing 
collective efficacy among staff members.  All school employee groups agree that 
relationships are not possible without trust and communication which, together, serve as 
the foundation for all cultural change efforts. 
Conclusion 3: The Role of Shared Values 
 Shared values serve as the underpinning for cultural change efforts and must be 
ingrained to the point that all stakeholders, including staff members, students, and 
families, understand and embrace them as fundamental to everything that happens within 
the school environment.  Teachers and classified members feel particularly strongly that a 
principal’s vision and values serve as the catalyst for schoolwide shared values and the 
principal must constantly communicate his or her vision and values to all members of the 
school community.  Each employee group also recognized the importance of regularly 
revisiting values as well as attaching all goals to the school’s core values. 
Conclusion 4: The Role of Decision Making 
  All employee groups agree that decision making must be inclusive and, at 
minimum, recognize the input of various stakeholders.  Teachers are particularly 
positively impacted by a teacher-driven decision making model that allows them to 
design and implement changes of their own.  Principals recognize that, ultimately, they 
are responsible for decisions made, and must, at times, be willing to make the difficult 
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decisions even when they will damage relationships.  Classified staff members are less 
inclined to want to serve in decision-making roles, but appreciate the ability to provide 
input and see their function as supporting the decisions of the principal. 
Conclusion 5: The Role of Risk Taking 
 Risk taking is a by-product of trusting, safe environments wherein employees 
have developed strong relationships with one another and work for a principal whose 
vision and character inspires their actions.  Schools with strong, positive culture exhibit a 
growth mindset, not only in regard to their expectations of students, but also within their 
own work as employees, recognizing the importance of taking chances, even though 
some risks will result in failure.  Employees are far more willing to take risks when the 
principal demonstrates an appreciation for and encouragement of risk taking and 
acknowledgement that not all risks will bear success, but the risk itself is part of the 
cultural change journey. 
Conclusion 6: The Role of Trust 
 Trust is at the heart of everything that occurs in schools with positive culture.  
Teachers and classified staff members note the importance of having a trustworthy leader 
who inspires them to become more open, vulnerable, and trusting themselves.  Principals 
are particularly aware of the fragile nature of trust, recognizing that it ebbs and flows as 
moods and dynamics constantly shift among the staff.  Employees in schools with strong, 
positive culture also recognize the need for students to have adults whom they trust on 
campus as a “safe place” when difficulties arise.  Employees see that they model trust for 
their students and community. 
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Conclusion 7: The Role of Openness 
  It is imperative that the principal and administrative team within a school with 
positive culture are open and available to the greatest extent possible.  Members of all 
employee groups recognize that an “open-door policy” and general approachability on 
the part of the school’s principal is vital to the creation of a generally open atmosphere 
within a school.  Principals recognize that finding the right balance of openness is 
challenging, given the immense burdens principals face.  All employee groups recognize 
that openness to students is equally important as they need to feel that the adults on 
campus are approachable. 
Conclusion 8: The Role of Parent Relations 
 Far and away, parent relations are the most challenging aspect of school culture, 
as perceived by all three employee groups.  Some of the difficulties with parent relations 
connect with cultural differences between school staff and families and others tie, in 
general, to the developmental stage of adolescence, during which young adults attempt to 
achieve independence from their parents.  Parent relations must be deliberately cultivated 
through means that work for each unique school community.  While employees note that 
they often serve in “parental” roles with students, they also recognize that parent relations 
must be cultivated in order to achieve a meaningful partnership. 
Conclusion 9: The Role of Leadership 
 Teachers and classified staff members recognize the principal’s positive 
leadership and ability to convey an inspirational vision as fundamental to school culture.  
Principals place particular leadership emphasis on the cultivation of numerous leaders on 
campus, recognizing that a cultural change cannot occur through the leadership of one 
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individual.  Principals within schools with positive culture are deliberately seeking an 
empowering, shared leadership model that would continue to thrive in their absence.   
Conclusion 10: The Role of Communication 
 School stakeholders note that positive cultural shifts must begin with 
communication, as a means of delivering an inspiring vision and shared values.  
Principals, teachers, and classified staff members also understand that a school must have 
many voices communicating the “why” behind what is being done and that the “perfect” 
communication model is never found; this is an element that must be constantly 
reevaluated for effectiveness with all groups (staff, students, and families).  While 
technology has facilitated the ease of communication in many ways, it has also muddied 
the waters of communication and school employees see that communication is regularly 
lost in the mix.  Principals also note that communication must go both ways and be used 
to celebrate and convey important underlying messages whenever possible. 
Conclusion 11: The Role of Socialization 
 Socialization among staff members is highly regarded as a key to the building and 
sustaining of a positive school culture, as perceived by members of each of the employee 
groups studied.  Teachers and classified staff members particularly appreciate informal 
gatherings as well as informal recognition of their efforts, particularly when students are 
involved in organizing such events.  The social aspect of a staff culture is challenging to 
implement and sustain, given the demands of each person’s professional role and 
personal responsibilities.  Additionally, student socialization is key to school culture and 
must be purposefully taught to younger students by older peer mentors through specific 
programs, such as Link Crew. 
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Conclusion 12: The Role of Organizational History 
 School employees recognize the value of organizational history and struggle, to a 
degree, with achieving the proper balance of reverence for the past and focus on the 
future.  Principals note that, in order to affect change, staff members with strong ties to 
past practices must have opportunities to express the importance of those practices so that 
the change efforts can incorporate the underlying values present in those past 
experiences.  Schools that are less than 30 years old struggle to develop a sense of history 
and tradition, while much older schools are constantly faced with community perceptions 
that are no longer in keeping with the current values and culture of the school. 
Conclusion 13: The Most Important Aspects of Positive School Culture 
 Trust, relationships, and shared values are recognized by all employee groups as 
the trifecta of positive school culture, existing in a mutually-dependent way and laying 
the foundation for the development of other aspects of culture, such as risk taking, 
decision making, and student achievement.  Without these elements, cultural change is 
not possible.  Additionally, classified staff members in particular perceive 
communication as a highly important aspect of school culture, highlighting the need for 
continuity and equity of access to information. 
Conclusion 14: Staff Member Roles in the Development of Positive School Culture 
 All staff member groups, and especially principals, recognize the importance of 
modeling when it comes to building and sustaining positive school culture.  Principals see 
their primary purpose as modeling that which they wish to see in others and teachers and 
classified staff members note the imperative modeling they must do in order to bring out 
the best in their students.  Additionally, staff members recognize one of their key roles 
274 
 
within school culture as builders of relationships -- with one another, with students, with 
families, and with the communities they serve. 
Conclusion 15: How Positive Culture Changes a Campus 
 When asked about how their schools have changed, given the positive cultural 
shifts that have occurred, staff members spoke overwhelmingly about a renewed sense of 
optimism, joy, and hopefulness.  All staff member groups recognize that cultural change 
is a never-ending journey, but are resolute in their foundation of shared values, noting 
that this foundation will carry them forward, through difficult times as well as exciting 
developments.  Continuity of leadership plays a critical role in this constant evolution of 
culture, as particularly emphasized by teachers and classified staff members.  
Conclusion 16: Advice for Schools Looking to Positively Shift their Cultures 
 Several key tenets emerged in the analysis of the manner in which positive shifts 
have been made in the school cultures studied.  The members of each of the employee 
groups were able to identify several key pieces of advice for other school culture leaders 
embarking on this journey, as follows: meaningful change requires time and patience; 
you must stand your ground on the important things; empathy and perspective-taking go 
a long way among staff members; fun is an important element of meaningful work; 
momentum is challenging to maintain; student relationships must be cultivated 
deliberately; all employees must be valued equally; this work is never done; a positive 
school culture feels like a family; the physical environment of the school is also 
important; and figuring out a way to measure culture helps spark the need for change. 
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Summary of Conclusions and Take-Aways for Leaders in Education 
1. Student achievement plays a highly significant role in serving as the 
foundation for the development of positive school culture and student 
achievement data must be utilized to drive cultural change efforts. 
2. Collegial relationships are difficult to cultivate and maintain, which must be 
done deliberately and with recognition of their fragile nature.  Relationships 
are not possible without trust and communication. 
3. Shared values serve as the underpinning for cultural change efforts and must 
be ingrained to the point that all stakeholders understand and embrace them as 
fundamental to everything that happens within the school environment.  
4. Decision making must be inclusive and recognize the input of various 
stakeholders.  A teacher-driven decision making model allows teachers to 
design and implement changes of their own, which should be encouraged by 
principals. 
5. Risk raking is a by-product of trusting, safe environments wherein employees 
have developed strong relationships with one another and work for a principal 
whose vision and character inspires their actions.   
6. Trust is at the heart of everything that occurs in schools with positive culture.  
A trustworthy leader inspires staff members to become more open, vulnerable, 
and trusting themselves. 
7.  It is imperative that the principal and administrative team within a school 
with positive culture are open and available to the greatest extent possible.  An 
“open-door policy” and general approachability on the part of the school’s 
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principal is vital to the creation of a generally open atmosphere within a 
school.   
8. Parent relations are the most challenging aspect of school culture and must be 
deliberately cultivated through means that work for each unique school 
community in order to achieve a meaningful partnership. 
9. A principal’s positive leadership and ability to convey an inspirational vision 
are fundamental to school culture.  Principals must deliberately seek an 
empowering, shared leadership model that would continue to thrive in their 
absence.   
10. Positive cultural shifts must begin with communication, as a means of 
delivering an inspiring vision and shared values.  A school must have many 
voices communicating the “why” behind what is being done and 
communication must be used to celebrate and convey important underlying 
messages whenever possible. 
11. Socialization among staff members is key to the building and sustaining of a 
positive school culture.  Additionally, student socialization is fundamental to 
school culture and must be purposefully taught to younger students by older 
peer mentors through specific programs, such as Link Crew. 
12. School employees must value the organization’s history and achieve a balance 
of reverence for the past and focus on the future.  Staff members with strong 
ties to past practices must have opportunities to express the importance of 
those practices so that the change efforts can incorporate the underlying 
values therein.  
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13. Trust, relationships, and shared values are the trifecta of positive school 
culture, existing in a mutually-dependent way and laying the foundation for 
the development of other aspects of culture, such as risk taking, decision 
making, and student achievement.  Without these elements, cultural change is 
not possible.   
14. Modeling is highly important when it comes to building and sustaining 
positive school culture.  Principals must model that which they wish to see in 
others and teachers and classified staff members must also model in order to 
bring out the best in their students.   
15. Staff members in schools where the culture has positively shifted experience a 
renewed sense of optimism, joy, and hopefulness.  Additionally, continuity of 
leadership plays a critical role in the constant evolution of culture. 
Implications for Action 
 Based on the research findings, in conjunction with the body of research on 
school culture, several implications for action have emerged.  Listed below are a number 
of the possible actions that can be taken by school leaders in the pursuit of positively 
shifting their school cultures.  
Incorporation of Student Achievement Data and Development of Schoolwide 
Systems of Support   
Data related to student achievement must be regularly obtained, summarized, 
communicated, and made visible within the school environment as a means of providing 
the necessary call to action needed for a true cultural shift.  District office employees and 
site-level data technicians can assist with the acquisition and presentation of data.  The 
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school’s principal and other staff leaders must communicate the data to all stakeholders, 
including staff, students, and families, on a regular basis.  Areas for growth should be 
highlighted rather than hidden from public view. 
Schoolwide systems of student support must be in place in order to address the 
changing needs of students.  Supports must emphasize early intervention, academic 
support, and social/emotional support.  These supports must be readily accessible and 
known to all stakeholders.  Superintendents and school boards must recognize the need to 
devote resources to the school sites in these areas.  Principals and other site leaders must 
create structures appropriate to the unique needs of their student populations and put the 
right people in places in each supportive role. 
Incorporation of Socialization, Celebration, and Recognition 
  School leaders must incorporate informal social gatherings, celebrations, and 
recognition into their regular practice in order to facilitate the development of meaningful 
staff relationships.  Student leaders can be utilized to assist with planning and 
implementation of social gatherings and celebrations that occur at school.  Staff members 
who assist with planning and implementation of such activities should be awarded the 
time and resources to do so.  District leaders and school boards must recognize that funds 
must be allocated for celebration and recognition activities within the schools.   
Communication must be utilized to celebrate small wins and extol the values and 
vision of the school.  Principals, other school leaders, and student leaders must 
strategically use communication to promote and celebrate the cultural values of the 
school community.  It is imperative that this communication be delivered by many voices 
and through a wide variety of means, including social media.  Additionally, modes of 
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communication must constantly be reevaluated for effectiveness.  School teams are best 
served by regularly evaluating the effectiveness of their methods of communication by 
gathering input from stakeholders, including staff members, students, and families.  
Districts must support effective systems of communication through professional 
development, implementation of technology tools, and allocation of resources for staffing 
focused on coordinating the school’s communication and positive promotion efforts. 
Conveying of Inspiring Vision and Values which are Developed Collaboratively   
Principals must routinely convey their inspiring vision and values to all 
stakeholders.  Through varied forms of communication, school administrators, 
particularly principals, must remind stakeholders of the “why” that is attached to 
decisions, goals, and actions.  Principals must demonstrate openness and vulnerability 
through their willingness to share their inspiring vision and passion for the work that is 
done at the school.  School stakeholders must be engaged in the collaborative 
development of a set of shared values that will guide all future decision-making.  
Principals and other school leaders must engage staff, students, and families in a process 
of defining their shared values.  These values must then be made visible, regularly 
reevaluated, and used as the basis for decision-making, recognition, and celebration 
efforts. 
Cultivation of Shared Leadership and Decision-Making 
Shared leadership and decision-making must be cultivated through specific 
structures.  Principals and other school leaders must work collaboratively to create 
structures for shared leadership, including the creation of multiple teams which take the 
lead in various aspects of school leadership, such as instructional practices, school 
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culture, and student support.  Leaders must consciously ensure that staff members are 
engaged in leadership roles which suit their personalities, values, needs, and interests.  
Additionally, classified staff members must be included in all significant school 
communication.  School leaders must ensure that classified staff members are included in 
communication loops and aware of decisions and actions that impact their work as well 
as their understanding of the school’s cultural shifts and priorities.  Many classified staff 
members do not have regular access to email and school leaders must be cognizant to 
share information, decisions, and ideas with them in other ways, as well as seek their 
input and perspectives. 
School leaders are responsible to implement structures that facilitate the 
development of meaningful collaboration among staff members.  Collective efficacy can 
be attained, over time, through deliberate structures that bring employees together to 
engage in collaboration around essential elements of their work.  District leaders and site 
administrators would be served well by the implementation of collaborative time which is 
built into the school day.  Interdependent teams should be created in alignment with 
school values, vision, needs, and cultural efforts. 
Encouragement of Conflict and Risk-Taking 
Conflict within a school’s staff must be encouraged.  Principals and other school 
leaders must work to create an atmosphere of safety and trust through which honest 
communication can occur in all directions.  Staff meetings and other venues for staff 
interaction around decisions and goals must incorporate elements of free-flowing 
discourse.  A spirit of risk-taking must be fostered by school leaders.  The leaders within 
a school environment must consciously encourage and celebrate risks that are taken by 
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staff members and students.  A growth mindset must be perpetually emphasized as the 
foundation for growth with particular emphasis on failure as a way people learn and 
grow. 
Cultivation of Trust Rooted in Approachability 
Trust must be cultivated and sustained through honest communication, follow-
through, and deliberate relationship-building efforts.  School leaders must demonstrate 
honesty and vulnerability in all interactions and ensure that promises are kept and tasks 
are carried through to completion.  Principals and other school administrators must be 
approachable.  An open-door policy, in both the literal and figurative interpretations, is 
critical to the development of trust among the staff.  Principals, in particular, must be 
accessible and open to staff as well as students, parents, and community members. 
Cultivation of Parent Relations and Honoring of Tradition, Community, and 
Organizational History 
Parent relations must be cultivated through culturally-sensitive structures and 
methods.  School teams must implement strategies to increase parent engagement that are 
appropriate to the cultural backgrounds of the population.  District administrators can 
encourage these efforts through allocation of resources for positions such as a 
parent/community liaison, as appropriate.  School leaders seeking change must also 
honor tradition and organizational history.  Principals and other school leaders should 
actively engage community members, alumni, and staff members who possess an 
enduring sense of the school’s history and traditions in all major change initiatives.  
Leaders within younger schools should work with teams to develop a sense of history and 
tradition that can endure into the future. 
282 
 
Modeling of Socialization and Values by Student Leaders 
Student leaders must be involved in intentionally teaching and modeling the 
values and social interactions that match the school’s core values and expectations.  
Upperclassmen mentors should be trained to purposefully engage with incoming students 
in an effort to teach the school’s values and model the desired social behaviors and 
attitudes.  District and site administrators must support these efforts through allocation of 
resources for programs that facilitate these efforts, such as Link Crew. 
Modeling of Behaviors and Attitudes and Concerted Focus on Relationship-Building 
All school employees must model the behaviors and attitudes they wish  
to see in others, including students and parents.  Principals must set the tone for modeling 
with their own daily words and actions and teachers and classified staff members must 
also remain cognizant of the importance of modeling for students and families, as it 
relates to the school’s cultural values.  All school employees must remain focused on 
relationship-building as a primary aspect of their roles within the school’s culture.  Staff 
members must seek ways to intentionally build relationships with colleagues as well as 
with students and parents.  Attending and participating in student activities serves as one 
way staff members can connect with all members of the school community. 
Constant Reevaluation of Change Efforts and Expansion of Circles of Leadership 
Change efforts must constantly be reevaluated.  School leaders must  
implement processes for regular feedback and reevaluation of all change efforts, 
including acquiring the input of students and families.  District administrators must 
facilitate these efforts with adequate collaborative time and professional development 
resources related to change evaluation.  District staff must also assist school leaders in 
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developing surveys that will be used to garner stakeholder input.  Cultural change 
momentum must be maintained through ever-expanding circles of leadership within the 
organization.  School leaders must regularly expand the circles of leadership within their 
schools to include more staff members in significant ways.  If the same school leaders are 
pushing every change forward, they will eventually burn out and change efforts will 
fizzle.  
Incorporation of a sense of fun in the Workplace and Creation of an Atmosphere of 
Family 
A sense of fun must be deliberately incorporated into the work environment of 
schools.  Principals and other school leaders should place deliberate emphasis on fun in 
the workplace by creating regular opportunities for all staff members to experience fun, 
joy, and excitement during the conducting of their work.  Additionally, school leaders 
must honor the family commitments and priorities of staff members while creating an 
atmosphere of “family” on the school campus.  Principals and other school leaders must 
create an atmosphere that respects and honors family commitments and welcomes staff 
members’ families on the school campus.  School leaders are well-served by also seeking 
ways to create a sense of family on the campus by garnering the input of staff members 
as to ways they would feel more connected to the campus and their colleagues. 
Structures for Development of Staff-Student Relationships 
Specific structures for the development of staff-student relationships must be 
implemented.  School leaders need to develop specific structures that create the time and 
space for meaningful relationships to develop between staff members and students.  
Many models that effectively accomplish this goal involve advisory or homeroom 
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periods that are designed for the sole purpose of strengthening students’ relationships 
with adults on campus.  District administrators must support these effort through 
allocation of resources for such structures, as needed. 
Development of Methods to Measure and Monitor School Culture 
County offices of education, school districts, and other LEAs must develop 
methods for measuring aspects of school culture.  In order for schools to effectively spark 
change in terms of culture, it is imperative that they have ways to evaluate changing 
needs and progress related to the various aspects of school culture.  District and county 
offices can assist these efforts by developing tools that can be used for this purpose and 
by assisting schools in the acquisition of the relevant data on an on-going basis, to be 
used for basis of comparison.  Additionally, state departments of education can develop 
metrics for measuring and recognizing growth related to school culture factors.  For 
example, the California Department of Education should incorporate school culture 
factors within their California Gold Ribbon Schools program, which recognizes growth 
and accomplishments within California’s public schools. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
 Based on the research findings and limitations inherent to this study, the 
researcher recommends the following avenues for future research related to the positive 
development of school culture: 
1. A similar study, conducted in high school settings outside of the 
comprehensive, public realm (including private, charter, and/or alternative 
schools) would bear unique insights into the cultural aspects that pertain to 
those high school settings. 
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2. A similar study, conducted in elementary or middle schools, would bear 
unique insights into the cultural aspects that pertain to those levels of 
schooling and the development of culture at the corresponding developmental 
stages of children. 
3. Given the evident challenge of building and maintaining parent relations, a 
study that would include parents and address the manner in which parents 
engage in school cultures would bear meaningful insights. 
4. A similar study that incorporates the role and impact of the larger community 
in which the school is situated, beyond the role of parents, within schools’ 
cultural shifts would bear meaningful insights. 
5. Given the dynamic nature of cultural change and the period of time that is 
necessary to truly create meaningful, sustainable change within a school, a 
longitudinal case study of a high school at various points along this cultural 
journey would produce rich, meaningful data and bear insights that would be 
transferrable to other schools engaged in similar efforts. 
6. A mixed-methods study which incorporates a survey component that enables 
stakeholder groups to rank the importance of the 12 aspects of school culture 
would highlight the differences in perception between stakeholder groups and 
allow for a larger sample population to be studied. 
7. An in-depth study on classified staff members and their roles within high 
school cultures would contribute significantly to the body of literature on 
school culture as this employee group is, by far, the most understudied 
stakeholder group within a school’s culture. 
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8. A similar study that differentiates between principals who have entered their 
positions from within their organizations and those who have entered the 
organization as principal would highlight some unique experiences and 
challenges as they relate to their schools’ cultural change efforts. 
9. A similar study that pays particular attention to gender differences in 
perspective between the members of each stakeholder group would add 
additional insights about the role gender plays within each stakeholder group. 
As the principals of each of the schools studied were male, it would be 
particularly interesting to study high schools with female principals where 
positive cultural shifts have occurred in order to compare perspectives and 
experiences.  
10. A study of the ways in which student leaders impact the development and 
sustainability of culture would add unique insights to the body of literature on 
stakeholder roles in cultural change efforts. 
11. A similar study that incorporates the roles and perspectives of district 
office/central office staff would add an important element to the discussion of 
stakeholder roles in schools’ cultural transformations. 
12. As shared values have emerged as a foundational aspect of school culture, a 
study focused on the process of developing shared values among school 
stakeholders would bear transferrable insights. 
13. A study that highlights the manner in which the physical environments of 
schools impact their cultures would add to the body of literature in ways that 
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may assist school leaders in developing a physical environment best suited to 
positive cultural change. 
14. As the age of the school bubbled to the surface through this research as an 
element that impacts cultural change in various ways, a study that specifically 
targets schools of various ages with the intention of exploring those specific 
differences would be meaningful. 
15. A study on the ways in which data measures can be used to assess school 
culture would serve as a tremendously beneficial contribution to the literature 
in its ability to assist school leaders in developing ways to assess, monitor, 
evaluate, and celebrate their cultural shifts and gains. 
Concluding Remarks and Reflections 
 As a small child, I recognized that I was someone who was born to be a teacher. 
Throughout my career as a high school English teacher, I experienced the tremendous 
satisfaction that results from building long-term, meaningful relationships with 
adolescents, while assisting them in navigating the treacherous waters of this 
developmental phase.  In my classroom, I created a home… a family… a community of 
people who were willing to push themselves and demonstrate vulnerability and courage 
because they knew it was a safe, loving place.  Teaching is the only thing I ever knew for 
sure I was able to do well -- I knew I made a difference in the lives of my students.  I 
never had any designs on becoming a school administrator, but this accidentally 
happened to me a few years ago when I became my high school’s Dean of Students.  I 
was quite hesitant to make this dramatic career change, as I feared losing the connections 
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I was able to make in the classroom.  Though I still miss teaching every single day, I have 
learned that important connections can be formed in administrative roles, as well.  
 Moving into the role of high school principal, at the same time I began my 
doctoral program, was a daunting undertaking.  I have learned and stumbled along the 
way and have come to realize that all of our work is about relationships.  As an 
administrator, I am especially focused on staff culture and fostering an environment in 
which those connections can be strengthened.  I still miss the daily connections with 
students and have figured out ways to continue to satisfy this need, including “teaching” 
a few enrichment classes here and there.  I have developed skills in many important 
aspects of leadership and certainly have a long way yet to travel.  My overarching 
leadership philosophy relates to the idea of leading from the heart and being entirely open 
and vulnerable with staff, students, and families.  
 Most importantly, I have learned that, as was the case in the microcosm of my 
English classroom, community and culture are everything.  My school team has worked 
tirelessly to positively shift our culture, including renewed emphasis on celebration, 
recognition, communication, meaningful relationships, fun, and shared values.  I knew 
from the moment I began this doctoral journey that my research topic would relate to 
school culture.  I am fascinated by the complexity of this topic as well as its fundamental 
role in all that happens in schools.  I have often borrowed an expression coined by Phil 
Boyte (2015), a nationally-recognized leader in school culture and personal friend of 
mine, which relates to the idea of creating the school no one ever wants to leave.  Every 
moment of every day, I am thinking about ways to engage, inspire, connect, challenge, 
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and celebrate my staff, students, and families.  The opportunity to study this topic in great 
depth and engage in this research study has been life-changing in myriad ways. 
 The visits I was able to make to these incredible schools, where culture has been 
painstakingly emphasized in every possible way, were enlightening in ways I could not 
have imagined.  I met countless people who are striving every day to make their schools 
better -- people who see their purpose in their schools as serving their students and one 
another through generosity, commitment, love, openness, and empathy.  The people 
working in these environments were quick to point out that their schools are, by no 
means, perfect, but they are clearly courageously striving to make them better every 
single day.  Each of these schools, in their own unique ways, felt like a home, a family.  
Many of these schools exist in high-poverty areas where struggles beyond the schools’ 
property lines are readily apparent.  The pride that is taken in creating a safe, loving 
environment for students, staff, and families simply oozed from each of these people and 
environments.  The participants were willing to be open, honest, vulnerable, and raw in 
sharing their experiences and insights.  It was particularly rewarding to listen to the 
perspectives of classified staff members, whose impact on schools is hugely significant 
and often undervalued in the larger community as well as in the education system.  I was 
inspired by their dedication and love for the students they serve -- what lucky young 
people to have these amazing adults in their lives.  
 My only regret in conducting this research study is that I engaged in it 
independently.  At each school I visited, I wished I had a team of people with me, so that 
we could bounce ideas back and forth and share our reactions and connections.  The 
people I studied also expressed appreciation for the ability to connect with other school 
290 
 
leaders, who are out there “fighting the good fight” in their own ways.  Many of the 
teams expressed interest in visiting my school at some point, so that I could share the 
work we’re doing there.  In the world of public education, we rarely engage in 
opportunities to share ideas and practices in meaningful ways.  It would be wonderful to 
see this collaborative culture develop within this field, as there are so many incredible 
things happening in isolation that are worthy of being brought into the sunlight.   
 My journey to positively contribute to the culture of my own school, as well as 
the larger community of public education in regard to this important topic, continues.  It 
is my great hope that some of the insights conveyed within this research study will 
resonate with readers and provide nuggets of inspiration, ideas, and strategies which can, 
over time, significantly shape countless schools and students’ lives for the better.  School 
culture, in my estimation, is enacted every single day in the little ways -- the smile, the 
word of encouragement, the raising of the bar of expectation.   
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APPENDIX A 
Literature Matrix 
Theme Sources 
Historical context: 1900-1930 Angus (1999) 
Reese (1995) 
Noddings (2015) 
Hampel (2014) 
Bressler (2012) 
Haraway (2012) 
Historical context: 1930-1970 Angus (1999) 
Ravitch (2010) 
Reese (1995) 
Spring (2016) 
Jaynes (2007) 
Hampel (2014) 
Boyer (2012) 
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st
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Noddings (2015) 
Tschannen (2014) 
Bazanos (2014) 
312 
 
American society and high schools Lightfoot (1983) 
Noddings (2015) 
Senge (2012) 
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Gruenert (2015) 
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313 
 
Rossall (2015) 
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Barr (2013) 
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Boyte (2015) 
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Alexander (2012) 
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Gruenert (2015) 
Robbins (2015) 
Alexander (2012) 
Boyte (2015) 
Culture: Overview and definitions Fraise (2015) 
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Hollins (2008) 
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Ritchhart (2015) 
Stripling (2015) 
Kessler (2014) 
Gruenert (2015) 
Robbins (2015) 
Haraway (2012) 
Collaborative culture/Relationships  Rhodes (2011) 
Whitaker (2013) 
Ritchhart (2015) 
Alexander (2012) 
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Rossall (2015) 
Cultural change process Lassiter (2012) 
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APPENDIX C 
Informed Consent Form 
INFORMATION ABOUT: A Qualitative Study of the Positive Transformation of Public 
High School Cultures as Perceived by Administrators, Teachers, and Classified Staff 
Members  
 
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Amy L. Besler, Doctoral Candidate  
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study 
conducted by Amy L. Besler, a doctoral student from the Doctor of Education in 
Organizational Leadership program at Brandman University. The purpose of this study is to 
discover the factors which contribute to the positive transformation of a comprehensive 
public high school’s culture as perceived by the school’s administrators, teachers, and 
classified staff. An additional purpose of the study is to determine what similarities and 
differences exist between the perceptions of administrators, teachers, and classified staff. 
This study will fill in the gap in the research regarding the particulars of school culture as 
they relate to the unique comprehensive public high school setting as well as the unique 
perspectives of these three employee groups: administrators, teachers, and classified staff 
members.  
 
In participating in this research study, I agree to partake in a recorded semi-structured 
interview (administrators) or recorded semi-structured focus group discussion (teachers and 
classified staff members), which will be conducted in person at my school site. The interview 
or focus group discussion will take up to one hour, and will be audio-recorded. During this 
interview or focus group discussion, I will be asked a series of questions designed to allow 
me to share my experiences as a member of a high school community where positive shifts in 
school culture have been achieved. The interview or focus group discussion will take place 
during May or June of 2017.  
 
I understand that:  
 
a) There are minimal risks or discomforts associated with this research. It may be 
inconvenient to spend up to one hour in the interview or focus group discussion. However, 
the session will be held at my school site to minimize this inconvenience. Some interview 
questions may cause mild emotional discomfort. I understand that the investigator will 
protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes and research materials in a locked 
file drawer that is available only to the researcher and that digital information will be 
password-protected and only available to the researcher.  
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b) There are no major benefits to me for participation, but a potential benefit may be that I 
will have the opportunity to share my expertise with other present or future school leaders 
and employees who may benefit from my knowledge and expertise. The information from 
this study is intended to inform researchers, policymakers, and educators of best practices for 
transforming a comprehensive public high school’s culture. The results of this study will be 
used to develop a common language for leading and implementing positive cultural changes 
in high school settings. I understand that I will not be compensated for my participation.  
c) Any questions I have concerning my participation in this study will be answered by Amy 
L. Besler, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate. I understand that Ms. Besler may be 
contacted by phone at (530) 268-3700 or email at besl3701@mail.brandman.edu. Ms. 
Besler’s advisor, Dr. Phil Pendley, can also be contacted at pendley@brandman.edu.  
d) I understand that I may refuse to participate or withdraw from this study at any time 
without any negative consequences. I can also decide not to answer particular questions 
during the interview or focus group discussion. Also, the investigator may stop the study at 
any time.  
e) I understand that the study will be audio-recorded, and the recordings will not be used 
beyond the scope of this project.  
f) I understand that the audio recordings will be used to transcribe the interviews and focus 
group discussions. Once the interviews and focus group discussions are transcribed, the audio 
and electronic interview transcripts will be kept for a minimum of five years by the 
investigator only on a cloud-based server.  
g) I also understand that no information that identifies me will be released without my 
separate consent and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed 
by law. If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed and 
my consent re-obtained. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns 
about the study or the informed consent process, I may write or call of the Office of the 
Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, and 16355 Laguna 
Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641. I acknowledge that I have received a copy 
of this form and the Research Participant’s Bill of Rights.  
I have read the above and understand it and hereby voluntarily consent to the 
procedures(s) set forth.  
 
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party 
 
Date 
 
 
Signature of Witness (if appropriate) 
 
Date 
 
 
Signature of Principal Investigator 
Brandman University IRB ___________ 2017 
 
Date 
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APPENDIX D 
Invitation Letter 
 
RESEARCH STUDY INVITATION LETTER FOR ADMINISTRATORS, 
TEACHERS, AND CLASSIFIED STAFF MEMBERS WORKING IN 
COMPREHENSIVE, PUBLIC HIGH SCHOOLS WHERE POSITIVE CULTURAL 
SHIFTS HAVE RECENTLY OCCURRED 
 
May ________, 2017  
 
Dear Prospective Study Participant:  
 
You are invited to participate in a research study of California comprehensive public high 
school administrators, teachers, and classified staff members who have experienced a 
significant positive shift in their school’s culture within the past 2-4 years. The main 
investigator of this study is Amy L. Besler, Doctoral Candidate in Brandman University’s 
Doctor of Education in Organizational Leadership program. You were chosen to participate 
in this study because you are an administrator, teacher, or classified staff member at a 
comprehensive public high school that demonstrated positive growth in school culture 
measures as identified by the California Healthy Kids Survey.  
 
Additionally, your school’s positive school culture shift has been recognized by experts in 
this field. Approximately one administrator, six to eight teachers, and six to eight classified 
staff members at each of a total of six to eight schools will be invited to enroll in this study. 
Participation should require one hour or less of your time and is entirely voluntary. You may 
withdraw from the study at any time without negative consequences.  
 
PURPOSE: The purpose of this study is to discover the factors which contribute to the 
positive transformation of a comprehensive public high school’s culture as perceived by the 
school’s administrators, teachers, and classified staff. An additional purpose of the study was 
to determine what similarities and differences exist between the perceptions of 
administrators, teachers, and classified staff.  
 
PROCEDURES: If you decide to participate in the study, you will be invited to participate 
in a face-to-face semi-structured interview (administrators) or a face-to-face semi-structured 
focus group discussion (teachers and classified staff members), conducted at your school site 
by the primary investigator. The interview or focus group discussion will be recorded and 
transcribed. A copy of the interview/discussion protocol is included with this letter.  
 
RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS: There are minimal risks to your 
participation in this research study. It may be inconvenient for you to meet with the primary  
320 
 
investigator for up to one hour. Some interview questions will ask you to describe personal 
experiences and may cause mild emotional discomfort.  
 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for participation, but a 
potential benefit may be that you will have an opportunity to share your expertise with other 
present or future school leaders and employees who may benefit from your knowledge and 
expertise. The information from this study is intended to inform researchers, policymakers, 
and educators of best practices for transforming a comprehensive public high school’s 
culture. The results of this study will be used to develop a common language for leading and 
implementing positive cultural changes in high school settings.  
 
ANONYMITY: Records of information that you provide for the research study and any 
personal information you provide will not be linked in any way. It will not be possible to 
identify you as the person who provided any specific information for the study. You will be 
assigned a participant number. The recorded interview or focus group discussion will not 
reference your name in document title or URL. During the recording, the researcher will not 
refer to you by name. This will also hold true for any school name, school district name, or 
county name. Any names used by the participants during the recorded session will be 
redacted from the transcript. The interviews and focus group discussions will be transcribed, 
reviewed, and maintained only by the primary investigator on a password-protected external 
server.  
 
You are encouraged to ask any questions, at any time, that will help you understand how this 
study will be performed and/or how it will affect you. You may contact the principal, Ms. 
Besler, by phone at (530) 268-3700 or email besl3701@mail.brandman.edu. If you have any 
further questions or concerns about this study or your rights as a study participant, you may 
write or call the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman 
University, and 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.  
 
Very Respectfully,  
 
Amy L. Besler 
Principal Investigator  
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APPENDIX E 
Principal Interview Protocol: Script and Questions 
Welcome! I hope to paint an accurate picture of the principal’s perspectives on the factors 
which have significantly impacted the school’s positive cultural shift in recent years. 
There may be additional follow up questions asked of the participants for clarity. 
Interview Script 
Interviewer: Amy L. Besler 
Interview time planned: Approximately 45 minutes  
Interview place: Venue of participant’s choice on the school site 
Recording: Digital voice recorder  
Written: Field and observational notes 
Opening Comments: Based on the information you have received via email and/or 
telephone conversation, you understand that this study is designed to explore the 
principal’s perspectives about the factors which have significantly impacted the school’s 
positive cultural shift in recent years. For these interview questions, we will focus 
primarily on the “12 Aspects of School Culture” identified in Gruenert and Whitaker’s 
book, School Culture Rewired, which was published in 2015. These twelve aspects of 
school culture are: student achievement, collegial awareness and relationships, shared 
values, decision-making, risk taking, trust, openness, parent relations, leadership, 
communication, socialization, and organizational history.  
I would like to thank you for your participation in this study.  Information from this one-
on one interview will be included in my dissertation. To address privacy concerns, your 
identity will not be revealed and will remain confidential. Although you have signed the 
consent form to participate in this study, you may choose to withdraw your consent at any 
time. If at any time you do not understand the questions being asked, please ask for more 
of an explanation to clarify the question.  Do you have any concerns or questions before 
we begin? 
Background Questions: 
1. Tell me a little bit about your background in education. 
 
2. How long have you served as principal at this school? What was your position 
prior to this one? 
 
3. What do you love most about your work at this school? 
 
4. What is most challenging about your work at this school? 
 
5. If you could describe your school in one phrase or sentence, what would that be? 
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Content Questions: 
In answering the following questions, please think about the role each of these aspects of 
your school’s culture have played in the positive shift that has happened here in recent 
years. 
Student achievement Collegial awareness 
Shared values Decision making 
Risk taking Trust 
Openness Parent relations 
Leadership Communication 
Socialization Organizational history 
Any other factors that have contributed to your school’s positive transformation 
 
1. What role has STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT played in the positive shift in your 
school’s culture? 
 
2. What role has COLLEGIAL AWARENESS/RELATIONSHIPS played in the 
positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
3. What role have SHARED VALUES played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 
4. What role has DECISION MAKING played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 
5. What role has RISK TAKING played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 
6. What role has TRUST played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
7. What role has OPENNESS played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
8. What role have PARENT RELATIONS played in the positive shift in your 
school’s culture? 
 
9. What role has LEADERSHIP played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
10. What role has COMMUNICATION played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
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11. What role has SOCIALIZATION (which could include students, staff, and 
families) played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
12. What role has ORGANIZATIONAL HISTORY played in your school’s culture? 
 
13. Of these elements, or others that come to your mind, what factors have most 
significantly contributed to the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
14. How has the culture of your school changed? 
 
15. How do the students, teachers, classified staff members, administrators and 
families experience this school differently now? 
 
16. Do you have any advice for people at other schools who wish to positively shift 
their school cultures? 
 
17. Is there anything else you would like me to know about your school or your 
culture? 
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APPENDIX F 
Focus Group Interview Protocol: Script and Questions 
Welcome! I hope to paint an accurate picture of the principal’s perspectives on the factors 
which have significantly impacted the school’s positive cultural shift in recent years. 
There may be additional follow up questions asked of the participants for clarity. 
Interview Script 
Interviewer: Amy L. Besler 
Interview time planned: Approximately 45 minutes  
Interview place: Venue of participant’s choice on the school site 
Recording: Digital voice recorder  
Written: Field and observational notes 
Opening Comments: Based on the information you have received via email and/or 
telephone conversation, you understand that this study is designed to explore the 
principal’s perspectives about the factors which have significantly impacted the school’s 
positive cultural shift in recent years. For these interview questions, we will focus 
primarily on the “12 Aspects of School Culture” identified in Gruenert and Whitaker’s 
book, School Culture Rewired, which was published in 2015. These twelve aspects of 
school culture are: student achievement, collegial awareness and relationships, shared 
values, decision-making, risk taking, trust, openness, parent relations, leadership, 
communication, socialization, and organizational history.  
I would like to thank you for your participation in this study.  Information from this one-
on one interview will be included in my dissertation. To address privacy concerns, your 
identity will not be revealed and will remain confidential. Although you have signed the 
consent form to participate in this study, you may choose to withdraw your consent at any 
time. If at any time you do not understand the questions being asked, please ask for more 
of an explanation to clarify the question.  Do you have any concerns or questions before 
we begin? 
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PART A: Teachers 
Background Questions: 
1. Please introduce yourselves and tell me what subjects you teach/what positions 
you hold at the school and how long you have been working here. 
 
2. What do you love most about working here? 
 
3. What is most challenging about working here? 
 
4. Please give me 2-3 words that you feel describe your school. 
 
Content Questions: 
In discussing the following questions, please think about the role each of these aspects of 
your school’s culture have played in the positive shift that has happened here in recent 
years. 
Student achievement Collegial awareness 
Shared values Decision making 
Risk taking Trust 
Openness Parent relations 
Leadership Communication 
Socialization Organizational history 
Any other factors that have contributed to your school’s positive transformation 
 
1. What role has STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT played in the positive shift in your 
school’s culture? 
 
2. What role has COLLEGIAL AWARENESS/RELATIONSHIPS played in the 
positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
3. What role have SHARED VALUES played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 
4. What role has DECISION MAKING played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
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5. What role has RISK TAKING played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 
6. What role has TRUST played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
7. What role has OPENNESS played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
8. What role have PARENT RELATIONS played in the positive shift in your 
school’s culture? 
 
9. What role has LEADERSHIP played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
10. What role has COMMUNICATION played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 
11. What role has SOCIALIZATION (which could include students, staff, and 
families) played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
12. What role has ORGANIZATIONAL HISTORY played in your school’s culture? 
 
13. Of these elements, or others that come to your mind, what factors have most 
significantly contributed to the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
14. What do you see as the specific role of TEACHERS in impacting a school’s 
culture in a positive way? 
 
15. How has the culture of your school changed? 
 
16. How do the students, teachers, classified staff members, administrators and 
families experience this school differently now? 
 
17. Do you have any advice for people at other schools who wish to positively shift 
their school cultures? 
 
18. Is there anything else you would like me to know about your school or your 
culture? 
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PART B: Classified Staff Members 
Background Questions: 
1. Please introduce yourselves and tell me what subjects you teach and how long 
you have been teaching at this school. 
 
2. What do you love most about teaching here? 
 
3. What is most challenging about teaching here? 
 
4. Please give me 2-3 words that you feel describe your school. 
 
Content Questions: 
In discussing the following questions, please think about the role each of these aspects of 
your school’s culture have played in the positive shift that has happened here in recent 
years. 
Student achievement Collegial awareness 
Shared values Decision making 
Risk taking Trust 
Openness Parent relations 
Leadership Communication 
Socialization Organizational history 
Any other factors that have contributed to your school’s positive transformation 
 
1. What role has STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT played in the positive shift in your 
school’s culture? 
 
2. What role has COLLEGIAL AWARENESS/RELATIONSHIPS played in the 
positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
3. What role have SHARED VALUES played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
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4. What role has DECISION MAKING played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 
5. What role has RISK TAKING played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 
6. What role has TRUST played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
7. What role has OPENNESS played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
8. What role have PARENT RELATIONS played in the positive shift in your 
school’s culture? 
 
9. What role has LEADERSHIP played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
10. What role has COMMUNICATION played in the positive shift in your school’s 
culture? 
 
11. What role has SOCIALIZATION (which could include students, staff, and 
families) played in the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
12. What role has ORGANIZATIONAL HISTORY played in your school’s culture? 
 
13. Of these elements, or others that come to your mind, what factors have most 
significantly contributed to the positive shift in your school’s culture? 
 
14. What do you see as the specific role of CLASSIFIED STAFF MEMBERS in 
impacting a school’s culture in a positive way? 
 
15. How has the culture of your school changed? 
 
16. How do the students, teachers, classified staff members, administrators and 
families experience this school differently now? 
 
17. Do you have any advice for people at other schools who wish to positively shift 
their school cultures? 
 
18. Is there anything else you would like me to know about your school or your 
culture? 
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National Institutes of Health (NIH) Clearance 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
330 
 
 
APPENDIX H 
Approval from BUIRB 
331 
 
 
332 
 
 
 
 
333 
 
 
 
 
 
